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Abstract  
Purpose: The study aims to answer the question how does a startup innovation community function by 
investigating the case of Aalto Entrepreneurship Society’s and Startup Sauna’s community.   
 
Design/methodology/approach: the main methodology utilized was the intensive case study research, analysis 
was conducted with an adapted critical incident technique on a narrative description, created from empirical 
material that was collected through interviews, observation and document review   
 
Results: the study offers a model for how AaltoES’ and Startup Sauna’s startup innovation community functions. 
Additionally the study also offers information that the case has experienced four distinct critical phases; 1. Found, 
Find & Fix 2. Get organized 3. Push & Pivot 4. Scale. 
  
Research limitations/implications: the research was only conducted from the perspective of AaltoES and 
Startup Sauna, with three interviews, a few observations and with several reviewed documents. However further 
research is required to include other stakeholders, such as the Aalto university, advisors, partner companies etc. 
Also the study does not offer statistical validity for the findings; an extensive case study is suggested to compare 
the findings to other startup innovation communities around the world. 
  
Practical implications: utilizing the results of the study as tools to understand and develop startup innovation 
communities will help any interested party in analyzing and understanding the nine important areas in such a 
venture: members, organizational structure, objectives, activities, advantages, challenges, benefits, stage of 
entrepreneurial knowledge and measures of success. The critical phases offer the interested parties a road map for 
the organizations development. 
 
Originality/value: the case’s model adds new information to the field of innovation management by being among 
few studies to define an internationally successful startup innovation community, its functions and critical phases. 
Information provided can be used to found and operate new communities and to refocus existing ones.  
 
Key words: innovation, innovativeness, innovation community, startup, startup community, AaltoES 
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Tiivistelmä  
Tavoite: tutkimus vastaa kysymykseen kuinka startupinnovaatioyhteisö toimii, tutkimalla Aalto Entrepreneurship 
Societyn ja Startup Saunan yhteisöä.  
 
Metodologia / lähestymistapa: tutkimuksen toteutuksessa käytettiin intensiivistä tapaustutkimusmetodologiaa. 
Analyysissä sovellettiin kriittisten hetkien tekniikkaa narratiiviseen kuvaukseen. Kuvaus luotiin empiirisestä 
materiaalista, joka kerättiin haastatteluilla, havainnoimalla ja dokumenttitarkastelulla. 
 
Tulokset: tutkimus tarjoaa mallin, joka selittää kuinka AaltoES:n ja Startup Saunan startupinnovaatioyhteisö 
toimii. Lisäksi tutkimuksessa selvisi, että yhteisö on käynyt läpi neljä kriittistä vaihetta: 1. Found, Find & Fix 2. 
Get organized 3. Push & Pivot 4. Scale.  
 
Tutkimuksen rajoitteet/seuraukset: tutkimus toteutettiin ainoastaan AaltoES:n ja Startup Saunan näkökulmasta, 
kolmella haastattelulla, muutamalla havainnoinnilla ja usean tarkastellun dokumentin avulla. Jatkotutkimus tulisi 
suorittaa sisältäen muut toimijat, kuten Aalto yliopisto, neuvonantajat, yhteistyöyrityksen yms. Tutkimus ei 
myöskään ole statistisesti validi, siksi on suositeltavaa toteuttaa ekstensiivinen tapaustutkimus, jossa tutkimuksen 
tuloksia voitaisiin verrata muihin maailmalla olemassa oleviin startupinnovaatioyhteisöihin. 
 
Käytännön seuraamukset: tutkimuksen tulosten käyttäminen työkaluina startupinnovaatioyhteisöjen 
ymmärtämiseen ja kehittämiseen auttaa ketä tahansa kiinnostunutta analysoimaan ja ymmärtämään kyseisen 
startup toiminnan yhdeksää tärkeää osa-aluetta: jäseniä, organisaatiorakennetta, tavoitteita, aktiviteetteja, etuja, 
haasteita, hyötyjä, yrittäjyystiedon tasoja ja menestyksen mittareita. 
 
Uutuusarvo/arvo: tutkimuksen tarjoama malli tuo uutta tietoa innovaatiojohtamisen tutkimuskenttään, ollen yksi 
harvoista tutkimuksista, joka on kuvannut kansainvälisesti menestyneen startupinnovaatioyhteisön, sen toiminnot 
ja kriittiset vaiheet. Tutkimuksen tietoa voidaan käyttää uusien startupinnovaatioyhteisöjen perustamisessa ja 
toiminnan hallinnassa, sekä olemassa olevien yhteisöjen toiminnan uudelleen fokusoimisessa. 
 
Avainsanat: innovaatio, innovatiivisuus, innovaatio yhteisö, startup, startup yhteisö, AaltoES 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
1.1. AaltoES, and all that followed 
Aalto Entrepreneurship Society (AaltoES) was formed in Otaniemi, Finland by a few 
founding members that were students of Aalto University in 2009. AaltoES’ goal is to inspire 
entrepreneurs(-to-be) and help people to work with their own ideas and dreams. The founders 
felt that entrepreneurship is admirable; a way to create something new and radical and it 
should be seen as a viable option instead of working for a corporation. They began with 
grassroot events but they also provided an opportunity for individuals to build their own 
teams, pitch their ideas, and get feedback from experienced entrepreneurs, to facilitate the 
creation of a professional network. Currently AaltoES encourages high-tech, high-growth, 
scalable entrepreneurship and is building a leading startup ecosystem in Finland and Northern 
Europe. AaltoES wants to make an impact and change the entrepreneurial culture, to be 
bolder and more active. Their culture is open and anyone is invited to join and work with their 
projects. In just a few years they have achieved significant objectives, and made a difference 
considering Finland’s startup scene and entrepreneurial culture. (AaltoES 2013a) AaltoES has 
also created the Startup Sauna startup accelerator program and Startup Life internship 
programs that currently are both ran under the Startup Sauna –foundation. These two 
examples are just two, of many projects that have been created and scaled by of AaltoES. In 
my study I will introduce you to AaltoES and all that has followed it. Today one could say 
that AaltoES has spawned a startup innovation community that consists of AaltoES, Startup 
Sauna -foundation, Aalto University, their network of collaborative organizations, serial 
entrepreneurs and investors. 
1.2. How does a start-up innovation community function? 
My case in this research is AaltoES and all its functions that have been created in its wake. I 
am interested in explaining how AaltoES accomplished to create one of the Europe’s most 
renowned startup innovation communities, which attracts visitors from around the world. In 
my research I want to specifically find an answer to the question “How does a startup 
innovation community function?” I argue that we need more open collaboration communities 
like the one sparked by AaltoES and that the benefits we can source from them are important 
if we want to encourage Finnish and European youth toward entrepreneurship. A stronger 
foundation for entrepreneurship in Finland and Europe would mean more employment during 
the harsh times following the financial crisis. 
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My own interest toward this subject has been initiated through my own involvement in a 
project by Kuopio Entrepreneurship Society (KuopioES), named Kukkola Venture. In the 
project KuopioES’ objective has been to create a similar community for the Kuopio region’s 
students as AaltoES has been able to create in its region.  
The wider purpose of this research is to examine the history of the startup innovation 
community and present it in detail, that I can understand how it has evolved and functions. 
For the reader I provide a rich narrative description about the community’s functions and 
phases. The narrative features the critical phases of the community. The critical phases in the 
shape of a narrative offer the reader knowledge and hopefully understanding that can help in 
creating and administrating similar communities in other organizations, cities and regions. To 
reach my goal I have conducted a case study research, a classical, intensive case study 
research to be precise (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 119). The research approach is 
supported by the fact that I did not aim to produce any kind of generalizable theory about 
creating a collaborative community, rather I want to express in detail how the startup 
innovation community functions. 
1.3 How will this research unfold? 
In the second chapter I begin by introducing earlier research on the following topics: 
innovation and innovativeness, innovation communities, entrepreneurship society, startup 
company and community, and to conclude the chapter the role of higher education 
organizations in technology transfer and innovation commercialization.   
In the third chapter I discuss the chosen methodology, case study research, and especially 
intensive case study research. Then I explain the data collection methods I have used in 
acquiring the empirical material; interviewing, document review and observation. Continuing 
the third chapter I cover my main methods of analysis; direct interpretation, categorical 
aggregation and finally my adapted approach of using Flanagan’s Critical Incident Technique. 
At the end of chapter three I discuss several ethical issues that need to be considered in case 
study research, and especially in doing interview research.  
The fourth chapter includes the empirical analysis and results. As the first result I offer the 
reader a model of the AaltoES startup innovation community. The second result is the critical 
phases of the community that I was able to indicate from the narrative description. The 
narrative description of the community and its functions from its beginning to this day is also 
an important product of the study. The narrative description has been divided into five sub 
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chapters, of which four present the critical phases of the community, that are at the same time 
the second result of the study. At the end of the fourth chapter I offer a summary of the 
results. The fifth and final chapter of the research includes a summary of the research process, 
after which I discuss the most significant results and their implications. I then draw a 
comparison to earlier research and finally to adjourn the study by discussing future research 
implications, providing practical advice and giving an evaluation of the research.  
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2 EARLIER RESEARCH 
In this chapter I discuss literature related to the following concepts: innovation, 
innovativeness, innovation community, entrepreneurship society, startup and startup 
community, and the role of higher education in technology transfer. My intent is to provide 
background and a conceptual apparatus that I then use as a tool to analyze the narrative 
description. As there is very little literature on entrepreneurship societies and startup 
communities I have had to rely on the literature of innovation community to create context for 
the wider concept of startup innovation community. 
2.1. Innovation community 
To begin I will first define the concepts of innovation and innovativeness to lay the 
groundwork for understanding the wider concept of innovation community, introduced later 
in this subchapter. Today innovations are often delivered by startup companies, thus we need 
to understand innovation to understand startup innovation communities. 
Innovation 
According to Lakoff (2008, 832) innovation is an abstract concept with no general agreement 
on how to exactly define it; however it is widely understood as a word meaning economically 
productive advances of various kinds. One of the more general definitions for innovation is 
the successful introduction of some new process or product that maybe, but is not always, tied 
to exploiting a new or improved technology or invention. Innovations can be divided to 
different categories: product innovation, process innovation, the improvement of the 
productive method, discovery of new sources of raw material or inputs; and finally entry into 
new markets. A steam engine, a car, an airplane, or the cellphone are all product innovations, 
while process innovations could be the assembly line at Henry Ford’s car factory or the 
Japanese “just in time” inventory systems. Different kind of drilling methods in new 
environments for oil or natural gas would exemplify finding new sources of raw material. A 
great example of finding new markets is the development of satellite communications. In this 
case a specific innovation was designed for one military purpose, but later it has been widely 
adapted in the civilian markets for broadcasting, long-distance telephony, global positioning 
and navigation, even for the internet. Sometimes innovations have broad effects on several 
markets that were not originally intended. Take for example atomic energy, satellite 
communications or the personal computer. However some innovations are directly targeted to 
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certain modes of human interaction, some examples are the telephone, radio, mobile 
telephone and the iPod, all of which were created to improve communication and to produce 
economic benefits, even though the innovations can have side effects we cannot necessarily 
yet identify. (Lakoff 2008, 832) 
Lakoff (2008, 832) continues that today it is widely accepted that innovation is critical for 
economic growth. The innovation visionary Joseph Schumpeter made the original observation 
in his writings that the essence of capitalism is “creative destruction”. The concept of creative 
destruction means the conditions where innovations create new industries and at the same 
time make others obsolete. As innovation or “creative destruction” is such an integral part of 
capitalism, it also is a critical function of the current economy. Innovation allows for 
continued growth or, in the light of recent years at least sustained prosperity, under conditions 
where ordinary factors of production and resources no longer provide opportunities for 
growth. Thinking back in time, we can observe how great inventions have fueled the 
industrial revolution. However, back then innovations matured slowly, as they were 
dependent on supplies of raw materials and skilled to semi-skilled work force. Compared to 
our post-industrial era, the current scientific and technological innovations are considerably 
less dependent on raw materials and human labor. We have also experienced that even the 
newest innovations become rapidly obsolete, as the flow of discovery accelerates. (Lakoff 
2008, 832) As we have moved further into the technological age and as internet use has 
increased startup companies have become an example of creating innovations with less 
reliance on raw materials and human labor, for many of these companies the only resource 
needed today a laptop, an idea and capital.  
Lakoff (2008, 823-833) also notes that in contemporary advanced societies the increased flow 
of innovation has led to a change in occupational profiles. Only a small percentage of the 
workforce is working in agriculture and a noticeably small percentage is working in 
manufacturing. In contrast the number of people employed in the service sector (including 
everybody from salesmen to corporate managers) has been constantly increasing. In this 
specific sector, the less resource intensive “high-tech” companies have a vital role as the 
drivers of economic growth. High-tech innovations have been force-multipliers in several 
industries, whether we take a look at the biotechnology’s effect on Green Revolution or the 
productivity improvements that followed computer and information technology, or the effects 
of robotics, and digital and satellite communications in the everyday life of an average citizen. 
(Lakoff 2008, 832–833) Finland has experienced this same shift during the past decades. 
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Nokia was a great example how suddenly an innovation in technology industry created 
thousands of new jobs for quite a long period, therefore having an impact on the whole 
society. However Nokia has now dwindled and our economy and society needs new 
innovations, the innovative individuals and companies in startup innovation communities 
could be the answer to the problem. Thus I will next discuss the concept of innovativeness.  
Innovativeness 
Authors Kyrgidou and Spyropoulou (2013, 281-282) mention that the concept of innovation 
has received considerable attention in the business and management literature. Many 
researchers have studied the relationship of innovativeness and ‘newness’, and others have 
been focused on the cultural perspective of innovativeness. Another line of studies have been 
concentrating on the concept’s connection to different elements in the firm such as leadership 
and climate. (Kyrgidou, Spyropoulou 2013, 281–282)  Therefore various definitions for 
innovativeness exist. 
Recently often cited definitions for innovativeness can be found in the literature review 
conducted by Garcia and Calantone (2003, 112-117). In their paper the authors write that 
innovativeness is often used as a measure of the degree of ‘newness’ of an innovation. Highly 
innovative products are seen as featuring a high degree of newness and ‘low innovative’ 
products are at the furthest end of the line between these two classes. They add that the 
research literature on innovativeness lacks continuity on the issue of from whose perspective 
the degree of newness is viewed and what is new. Apparently the majority of research 
observes newness from the company perspective, while some others discuss new being, new 
to the world, new to the adopting unit, new to the industry, new to the market or new to the 
consumer. The view of newness is particularly evolving therefore creating studies that never 
achieve the quality needed for “re”-research. (Garcia & Calantone 2003, 112) 
However Garcia and Calantone (2003, 112-117) have been able to find consistencies in 
defining innovativeness. One consistency is that innovativeness is always modeled as the 
degree of discontinuity in marketing and/or technological factors. Thus they define product 
innovativeness as a measure of the potential discontinuity a product (process or service) can 
generate in the marketing and/or technological process. From the macro perspective, they add, 
innovativeness is the capacity of a new innovation to create a paradigm shifting breakthrough 
in science and technology and/or market structure in an industry. Considering innovativeness 
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through the micro perspective, they find that it is the capacity of a new innovation to 
influence the company’s present marketing resources, technological resources, skills, 
knowledge, capabilities, or strategy.  (Garcia & Calantone 2003, 112) I will later discuss how 
the paradigm shifting breakthroughs in science and technology and the micro perspective 
relate to the startup companies.  
However this research converses mainly a startup innovation community, thus understanding 
innovativeness from an organizational perspective is essential. As Garcia and Calantone 
(2003, 112-117) posit the above definition is largely one of product innovativeness, which 
does not equate to firm (or community) innovativeness. Firm or organizational innovativeness 
has its own definition. The authors continue that it is the propensity for a firm to innovate or 
develop new products. Sometimes it has also been defined as the propensity for a company to 
adopt innovations. Whichever the case the innovativeness of a product being marketed or 
adopted does not measure organizational innovativeness. (Garcia & Calantone 2003, 112) 
Ferraresi et al. (2012, 690) have researched firm innovativeness defining it as the “willingness 
to change”, openness to new ideas as an aspect of the firm’s culture. Kyrgidou and 
Spyropoulou (2013, 281-282) use a similar definition and define organizational 
innovativeness as “the ability and willingness to adopt, imitate or implement new 
technologies, processes and ideas and commercialize them to offer new products before 
competition. Additionally they note that the innovativeness is a result of the organizational 
values and beliefs that increase the organizations willingness to adapt the new technologies or 
processes. Ferraresi et al. (2011, 690) also continue that organizational innovativeness 
includes the capacity and ability to innovate, where the necessary skills, knowledge, and 
capabilities are available to take advantage of market opportunities before the competitors. 
(Ferraresi 2012, 690) They note that a key element of innovativeness in an organization is an 
organizational culture that encourages the introduction of new processes, products, and ideas. 
Therefore the capability to innovate is also related to organizational effectiveness and 
performance and finally concluding that a firm can be characterized as innovative when it 
exhibits the behaviors that foster the creation, experimentation and implementation of novel 
ideas. (Ferraresi 2012, 690; Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou 2013, 281–282) Later in the study I will 
present the narrative description of the AaltoES’ startup innovation community. The 
description will offer many examples where the community decided to introduce new 
processes and ideas, thus making the case for calling the community a startup innovation 
community.  
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From the macro perspective of a startup innovation community it is important to understand 
how significant innovativeness is for any ecosystem. Innovativeness has been one of the key 
feature of Western economies, leading to sustained growth of per capita income over the last 
centuries, says Binder (2013, 561). Innovations have been a key factor in driving economic 
growth, being the engine of progress for capitalist societies, but he also notes an interesting 
feature in the nature of innovativeness and innovations. Innovativeness and innovations 
cannot be anticipated. Every commercial success or more broad effects on economic growth 
are subject to considerable uncertainty that escape economic analysis. Sometimes innovations 
also have distributional aspects that are challenging to forecast as well. The innovations might 
not always benefit every individual or ecosystem equally. (Binder 2013, 561) Therefore we 
can only make a guess what kind of effects the AaltoES’ startup innovation community or the 
startups emerging from it might have for Finland or the northern and Eastern Europe’s region 
in the future.   
Now that I have explained innovation and innovativeness and their impact on economic 
growth for any ecosystem, I can continue to introduce the concept of innovation community 
itself.  
Innovation community 
Innovation community as a concept is a troubled subject. Its research and especially 
comparing the research has been impaired as the concept community has not been 
unequivocally defined. (West & Lakhani 2008, 223; Fichter 2009, 357). Several different 
names have been used such as: innovation communities, knowledge producing communities, 
online-communities, scientific communities, technical communities, user communities, 
virtual communities and communities of practice (West & Lakhani 2008, 224). Adding to a 
already diverse pool of names I am introducing the concept of startup innovation communities 
in this research.  
A certain demand for innovation community research still exists. Unformed definitions create 
a challenge but also an opportunity for me as the researcher to try and solve the relevant 
challenges attached to the object of research by creating new knowledge and specifying the 
information that is available about innovation communities. West and Lakhani (2008, 227-
229) mention the following valuable targets for future research; defining the community 
structure, action inside the communities and with them, and lastly communities involved in 
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open innovation. Innovation communities have several ways of functioning when comparing 
for example: how their members partake in them or how the community is organized. Often 
research has targeted innovation communities that work with a sponsor company. However 
different kind of innovation communities exist, some have more complex networks and 
structure. For example the target of my research is a startup innovation community construct 
supported by students, university, state, companies and investors and at the same time an 
interactive society for all of the parties. My research is also adding valuable information to 
action inside the innovation communities.  
Earlier research has proven that individuals, companies, networks, industries and states are 
important participants in innovation. Generally the focus has been tied to interaction between 
companies. It is also as important to state that communities are an important source for 
innovations. Frequently communities have produced innovations that companies have been 
able to use as inputs in their activities. (West & Lakhani 2008, 227–229)  During the last 
decade it has been noted that communities (outside of companies) are significant creators, 
shapers, and distributors of innovations. However for some unknown reason notably little has 
been written about communities outside companies in the innovation research literature (West 
& Lakhani 2008, 223).  
My research regarding the startup innovation community started by AaltoES relates directly 
to this acknowledged lack in the literature by investigating the functions of an innovation 
community. I believe that through the case of AaltoES we can better understand how the 
startup innovation communities are born, how they function and create innovations, 
consequently enhancing the economic situation of their region by producing successful 
companies. 
West and Lakhani (2008, 224–225) have defined innovation communities as follows: a group 
of voluntary actors, who have no earlier shared involvement in a specific organization 
(company). The actors have a common goal of creating, shaping, introducing and distributing 
innovations. The second part of the definition is the type of innovation, which in this case is 
considered to be an innovation that is meant to be distributed to markets or to other various 
commercial uses. Fichter (2009, 360) has defined innovation communities from the 
perspective of promotor networks. According to him innovation communities are: a group of 
likeminded individuals, that works as a general or specialized premotor. Individuals are often 
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from different companies and organizations but gather together for projects to advance certain 
innovation, on one or several levels of the innovation system.  
According to Fichter (2009, 369) innovation communities are promotor networks or unofficial 
networks of innovators. They differ from scientific and professional communities, as their 
main objective is to support of specific breakthrough innovation, and they are strongly tied to 
certain innovation projects. These innovation communities should not therefore be confused 
with communities of practice. Innovation communities (promotor networks) can be 
differentiated by three (3) criteria. 1. The community is committed to one innovation idea or 
project 2. All its members are promotors in the process 3. The community’s members work 
closely, officially and view themselves as a team, group or other similar party. Especially 
important in these communities are the change leaders and their role as promotors, they have 
been identified to do close and unofficial work over organizational lines and innovation 
system levels. This keeps the innovation community’s ideas and projects alive. Fichter’s 
definition raises an interesting question regarding my research. Could it be that in the case of 
the startup innovation community under research, one of the drivers for its critical phases has 
been the quality collaboration and relationships across organizational lines between change 
leaders and promotors? I know that the community is not only product of only one actor, so in 
the background could be a group of promoters, who do not share a common nominator.  
The definitions mentioned above represent ably AaltoES’ innovation community. Its user 
base is cross-organizational and cross-disciplinary. The user base has a common goal of 
advancing their innovations towards market distribution or similar commercial use. They 
strive towards the goal in collaboration and partaking voluntarily. It also seems, that in the 
background of the community could be a promotor network fitting to Fichter’s definition. The 
change leaders of this network cannot at first be identified.  Could the formation of the 
possible promotor network have been a critical phase in the story of the startup innovation 
community of AaltoES’? All the specifics mentioned above make the research more 
interesting. 
The aforementioned definitions offer a perspective that most innovation communities have 
been researched from the view point of larger corporations and organizations. Innovation 
communities that have been created by students have not been largely examined. My research 
offers a new perspective towards innovation communities based on voluntary participation. 
These grass-roots innovation communities are different from corporate innovation 
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communities. Often corporate innovation communities focus on their own specific field, 
while student driven voluntary innovation communities do not pose restrictions on the 
possible innovations or partaking individuals. Innovation communities based on voluntary 
participation can be significant change makers in the development of society as they offer a 
channel for youth’s ideas to turn into commercial ventures and companies that improve 
society’s employment situation. I will further discuss the role of students and 
entrepreneurship societies as agents of change within the society in the next chapter. 
2.2. Entrepreneurship society 
Now that we have acquired an in-depth understanding of innovation, innovativeness and 
innovation communities from the macro and corporate perspective, it is time to investigate 
how innovative operations on the student grassroots level have been defined in earlier 
research. At the end of the chapter I provide a conceptual apparatus that is based on 
entrepreneurship society literature presented here. The apparatus describing an 
entrepreneurship society is my baseline for the analysis, as the AaltoES’ startup innovation 
community begun as one. 
According to Pittaway, Rodriguez-Falcon, Aiyegbayo and King (2011, 39) entrepreneurship 
societies and clubs have become a widespread phenomenon globally. In the USA two to five 
entrepreneurship clubs or societies exist within each of the country’s top 50 institutions. 
Additionally UK’s leading universities in Oxford, Cambridge and York have especially 
vibrant societies. Statistically speaking Students In Free Enterprise (SIFE) –organization 
operates in 40 countries, within 1300 universities and European Federation of Junior 
Enterprises (JADE) is active in 12 European countries, featuring 225 non-profit organizations 
that are operated by young entrepreneurs, thus providing proof that entrepreneurship societies 
and clubs are currently very attractive to young people. 
It seems likely that a new global student movement centered on entrepreneurship is spreading 
around the world. According to Mars (2009, 342-343) college students have been identified as 
agents of change within various movements and occurrences of activism that involved 
student-initiated collective actions against authoritative social and political structures 
(government systems, corporations, social institutions such as colleges and universities). He 
mentions such examples as the nineteenth century revolutionary movements in France, 
Germany and Italy, or more recently the civil rights movement and anti-war protests in 
America. Further student activism has also been recognized as being a global phenomenon 
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with cases of protest observed in Africa, Asia, Latin and South America and Europe. Mars 
explains that due to the above findings student activism is an institutionalized change-making 
strategy directed at social and political conditions external to college and university campuses 
and enacted at the grassroots level. 
However Mars (2009, 343) continues that students have also been attributed to act as agents 
of organizational change within colleges and universities. For example students have taken 
collective action to gain a voice in college and university decision-making processes related 
to academic and student life issues. In the 1990s student activism encouraged organizational 
change aimed at enhancing multiculturalism on college and university campuses. Researchers 
have also attributed student activism to organized counter movements against neo-liberalism 
and economic globalization within the academy. Examples of this are the unionization of 
graduate students to counter the increased corporate-like activities of the educational 
institutions, and organized efforts to make the institutions less harmful to the environment 
through recycling programs on the campuses. Thus college students are undoubtedly bottom-
up agents of change that independently take collective action to affect conditions within and 
outside the educational institutions.  
Entrepreneurship societies focus on providing students with inspiration and learning 
opportunities about entrepreneurship. However they are also a form of student activism as 
they too act as agents of change by providing services and benefits to students that they would 
not necessarily acquire through the traditional curriculum of the university. Further the 
current research investigates an entrepreneurship society which campaign for 
entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial culture has spread throughout Finland, initiating not just 
student societies, but also a new student movement for entrepreneurship in Finland. Next I 
will further discuss the concept of the entrepreneurship society. 
According to Brown and Kant (2009, 126) it is recognized that graduate students and 
postdoctoral trainees typically perform research that often escalates into new discoveries. 
Meaning innovations as described in the earlier chapters. Therefore they are at the razor’s 
edge of developing innovative technologies. Studies have shown that the most important spin-
off companies from universities are created by postgraduate doctoral students and staff. 
However universities often neglect teaching the essential knowledge and skills for 
entrepreneurship to the trainees, at least in curriculums outside business departments. Even 
though efforts to address the problem have been undertaken a majority of existing programs 
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in US are available only for engineering and business students. The situation is similar in 
Finland. Seeking to explore entrepreneurial interests and opportunities graduate students and 
postdoctoral trainees, in various universities have established student organizations to provide 
a forum for career development. The organizations focus on recognizing opportunities for 
entrepreneurship, and developing multi-disciplinary skills that are required for 
entrepreneurship. These organizations led by students have a unique role in advancing 
entrepreneurship on their campuses, going as far as participating in creating formal graduate 
programs and courses. AaltoES is exactly an organization of this type, the first of its kind in 
Finland.  
Globally, often the organizations involved in entrepreneurial operations such as above, are 
‘clubs’ or ‘societies’ of students, entrepreneurs, researchers and other involved stakeholders. 
By Pittaway’s et al. (2011, 39) definition a ‘club’ or ‘society’ can be defined as a community 
engaged in the task of educating itself. The most common form for these societies is the 
‘entrepreneurship society’, which the authors say seek to educate, inspire and encourage 
entrepreneurial interest, and strive to develop enterprising skills to enhance employability or 
to gain skills relevant to future venture creation. Entrepreneurship societies engage in several 
operations. Usually they provide a combination of the following activities: speeches by 
entrepreneurs; networking events; competitions; and seminars. Typically the societies are 
independent, run by a student body and are often formal societies, which mean that they may 
include organizational structures and positions, such as presidents and vice-presidents.  
Sometimes the entrepreneurship societies feature a wider international network of student-run 
entrepreneurship organizations that share a unified philosophy and approach. They may have 
an official organizational structure and often cross institutional boundaries.  
I find the above definition to be very fitting for the case under investigation, the Aalto 
Entrepreneurship Society. All of the above activities, the organizational structure, the 
international network, and the cross institutional aptitude can be identified from the narrative 
that I will later provide in this master’s thesis. Next I will describe the entrepreneurship 
society in more detail to create a conceptual apparatus for analysis of AaltoES’ narrative 
description. 
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Challenges 
Brown and Kant (2009, 132) have written that the primary challenge facing student 
organizations is the formation of an effective management team. The management team 
should be comprised of motivated student leaders, because any organization’s success relies 
on leadership. The core team of student leaders should also be supported by a board of 
experienced advisers who are able to provide support, ideas, contacts and stability. Another 
critical issue they mention is the sustainability of the organization. In their research they 
identified that in several entrepreneurship societies inadequate organizational infrastructure 
had been the main reason for the failure of the society. As graduate students are in a transitory 
situation, a dedicated board of advisers is particularly important for the sustainability of the 
organization, which operates in the midst of constant student rotation. Entrepreneurship 
societies employ different management models, but researchers have been unable to identify 
differences in sustainability and effectiveness between the models. However regardless of the 
organizational structure all societies seem to facilitate effective delegation of tasks. (Brown & 
Kant 2009, 132) 
Time and capital are additional key challenges facing student organizations that Brown and 
Kant (2009, 132) mention. The student’s and postdoctoral fellows’ primary responsibility is 
after all their research or studies. Many times the same individuals also carry the 
responsibility of leading these societies, therefore making effective delegation of tasks 
especially critical for success. Financial resources also have an effect on the scale of activities 
the society is able to organize; therefore fundraising is essential to the sustainability of the 
group. Often entrepreneurship societies leverage financing from corporate sponsors, but also 
include funding sources such as; universities, grants from local organizations and membership 
dues.  
Finally Brown and Kant (2009, 132-133) talk about the challenge of academic culture that 
may sometimes shun university – industry partnerships and the commercialization of 
research. According to the authors a culture of this kind exists at many universities. If the 
culture penetrates the whole university, only its departments, or just one specific laboratory it 
will present an obstacle to the student society trying to promote entrepreneurship. Biases of 
this kind are usually a result of the certain objectives of each stakeholder. Industry 
collaboration usually is centered on product development and profits, while academic 
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aspirations center on basic research and reward publications.  A new collaboration between 
the university and the industry may create problems when unforeseen conflicts of interests, 
for example IPR-issues, timing of scientific discovery publication, arise. Fortunately student 
societies that understand these issues and the culture of their university are well positioned to 
promote entrepreneurship. 
The current study will offer insight into the challenges of an entrepreneurship society, from 
the perspective of AaltoES. I will discuss what challenges they faced, and how they overcame 
them. I will also identify one new major challenge not identified here.  
Advantages 
Continuing to the advantages of entrepreneurship societies Brown and Kant (2009, 133) 
remind us that the very nature of the organization, being led by students, offers the 
opportunity of being aware of student needs. Also the flexible structure of the groups enables 
swift responses to student needs. Together these two aspects allow the society’s to create 
timely and innovative entrepreneurship events. Another important aspect of the events and 
programs provided by these groups is the low barrier-to-entry. Meaning that the student can 
get introduced to entrepreneurship without a time commitment required for participation in 
most formal entrepreneurship programs. A notable time commitment might discourage 
students with emerging interests for entrepreneurship. 
The second unique advantage to entrepreneurship societies, according to Brown and Kant 
(2009, 133), is their position to cultivate relationships with existing campus groups and 
regional organizations with a shared objective of fostering entrepreneurship. Often the 
organizations have the infrastructure and financial resources to create a widespread impact of 
change, and are many times enthusiastic about working with students. By creating mutually 
beneficial relationships between the student organization and regional organizations, will 
allow the student groups to influence important programmatic decisions made by the regional 
stakeholders. 
Later in the study I will also discuss the advantages that AaltoES leveraged, many of them 
relate to the ones presented here but I was also able to pinpoint completely new advantages 
not discussed in earlier literature. 
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Measures of success 
An entrepreneurship society may measure its success through several metrics including; event 
attendance, financing, number of programs and membership growth. It is important to 
develop reliable metrics to evaluate the accomplishments in educating fellow students; 
however they only offer a limited perspective on the true impact on fostering 
entrepreneurship. The true impact may not be possible to be quantified with metrics, but 
rather by following the longer term skills and knowledge, that enhance careers and enable 
students to seize opportunities in entrepreneurship in the future. Often programs by the 
societies exist to provide necessary skills for careers relevant to entrepreneurship such as 
technology transfer, patent law and marketing, not just to foster entrepreneurship. Naturally to 
measure these intangible effects accurately is rather difficult, maybe even impossible (Brown 
& Kant 2009, 133) AaltoES has also created a wide selection of different measures of 
success; however they also face a few intangible ones. The issue will be discussed in chapter 
4.  
Stages of entrepreneurship knowledge 
According to Brown and Kant (2009, 133) one aspect the entrepreneurship societies need to 
understand is that the knowledge and experience about entrepreneurship varies within the 
graduate student population. Junior students most likely have a limited exposure to 
technology commercialization and entrepreneurship, while graduate students might have 
acquired more experience in the subjects. To unleash the full entrepreneurial potential within 
the campus, entrepreneurship societies need to create programs and events that are suitable for 
students at each stage. Students with entrepreneurship experience require events that provide 
opportunities to experiential learning, and less experienced students require events that offer 
an introduction to entrepreneurship. Recognizing these requirements aids the entrepreneurship 
society in identifying opportunities to reinforce entrepreneurship offerings within the campus. 
Thus the operations and events that an entrepreneurship society should focus on can be 
defined through the three stages of entrepreneurship knowledge its members are at.  
The first stage (Brown & Kant 2009, 134) is the Exploratory stage: the individuals have a 
nascent interest in entrepreneurship, and have only little knowledge or experience. Most 
beneficial events for the students at this stage are seminars and other events on 
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entrepreneurship that offer an introduction to the subject. The second stage is the Intermediate 
stage: individuals at this stage have an interest in entrepreneurship and are likely to partake in 
technology commercialization and venture creation in the future. At this stage the individuals 
benefit the most from learning about specific issues relevant to entrepreneurship (IPR, 
technology transfer, finance etc.), interacting with entrepreneurs, and exposure to technology 
commercialization and venture creation. The third stage is the Advanced stage: now the 
individuals possess a firm understanding of the technology commercialization and venture 
creation processes. A tangible idea or product may have been created by them and they are 
ready to continue its development. At this point the individuals should receive access to 
interaction with other entrepreneurs and learn about the important issues of the venture 
creation process. Programs and events with experiential learning opportunities and idea 
development facilitation are most valuable for individuals at the advanced stage.  (Brown & 
Kant 2009, 134) 
Brown and Kant (2009, 134) state that a majority of graduate students fall into the 
‘exploratory’ and ‘intermediate’ stages. The entrepreneurship societies also seem to focus on 
the requirements of individuals in the two stages. Therefore indications exist, that 
entrepreneurship societies may be failing to develop programs and events that provide 
opportunities for the individuals in the ‘advanced’ stage. These individuals have significant 
entrepreneurship experience and would be likely to pursue venture creation opportunities. 
Some official university programs may be targeted to the requirements of the individuals at 
this stage, thus the entrepreneurship society needs to develop society specific programs for the 
advanced stage individuals. An entrepreneurship society that can fulfill the requirements of 
individuals in each ‘stage of entrepreneurship knowledge’ will have the possibility to create a 
comprehensive entrepreneurship ecosystem. Through the narrative description and analysis 
presented later in my research will reveal how AaltoES succeeded in providing to all of the 
stages of entrepreneurial knowledge. 
Further practical advice provided by the authors (Brown & Kant 2009) focuses on the cross-
disciplinary knowledge and collaboration as they are recognized to be required features of 
entrepreneurship. The authors suggest that successful programs will bring together students 
from several varied disciplines. The exchange of perspectives and knowledge leads to a 
collaborative learning environment, which can potentially be a significant factor in cultivating 
innovative ideas. Therefore entrepreneurship societies should be inclusive of all disciplines. 
In addition to cultivating cross-disciplinary operations the society should also make an effort 
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to integrate into the university’s entrepreneurship community if one exists. The support 
acquired from university administrators and faculty will help in securing credibility to the 
society and its activities, and assist in creating interaction between other organizations inside 
and outside of the campus community. This study will later offer insight on how critical the 
inclusiveness was for AaltoES. 
Benefits 
Summarizing Pittaway’s et al. (2011, 40) work, it can be said that entrepreneurship societies 
provide several benefits to its members. First the societies encourage students to invest time 
and work in activities, which they have little previous knowledge but in the society they can 
learn in a position of ‘relative security’. The societies’ learning environment is collaborative 
and provides an opportunity for the members to test their skills without significant risks. 
Studies have shown that students, business schools, employers, sponsors and alumni benefit 
from the societies as the society provides opportunities for experiential learning. Thus it can 
be said that the societies provide; a foundation for experiential learning, a supportive 
environment where risk taking and failing is allowed; enhancing of entrepreneurial skills, 
raised awareness, aspirations and knowledge about entrepreneurial activities. 
Pittaway et al. (2011, 53) further elaborate on the main benefits provided by entrepreneurship 
societies. First, ‘learning by doing’, ‘action’ learning and gaining experience are three of the 
top benefits received from partaking in such a society. Often the members of the community 
consider them to be superior forms of learning compared to traditional opportunities provided 
by the curriculum. Additional benefits of the provided learning opportunities are enhancement 
of reflective practice and the permission to learn through making mistakes and overcoming 
problems. Secondly a major benefit of entrepreneurship societies is their role as a platform for 
social learning and the links provided to entrepreneurs. This aspect has been identified to be 
one of the core reasons for the creation of the societies. Examples of provided opportunities in 
social learning are working on collaborative projects and gaining awareness from the actual 
entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship societies especially emphasize on these aspects and are said 
to be driven by social learning through engagement with the entrepreneurs.  
To conclude, it is clear that entrepreneurship societies provide real benefits to their members, 
thus it is not surprising that they are spreading around the world. The benefits provided go 
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beyond just entrepreneurship, but also evidence exists that the societies provide prerequisite 
skills to engage in venture creation. (Pittaway 2011, 53) 
Later in the master’s thesis I will present a few other benefits that AaltoES and Startup Sauna 
are able to provide but are not defined in the earlier literature. However now that we 
understand innovation communities and entrepreneurship societies, I will forward the 
discussion to startup companies. These early stage companies are the desired output, main 
product of the AaltoES’ startup innovation company. They are new ventures hoped to 
revitalize business and economic growth in Finland, and galvanize the entrepreneurial culture. 
2.3. Startup and startup –community as an innovation community 
Startup 
According to Ries (2010) the word startup instantly creates a mental picture of two guys in 
their garage working on something with computers. Realistically this is the background that 
startups are compared to. Frequently startups are thought to have the goal of being the next 
success story such as Microsoft or Apple has been. To be a venture that has begun in a garage 
but has grown with the information technology revolution later becoming a large and 
successful corporation. Often startup-companies are seen as small units, of which a large 
portion die and only a few survive. Additionally they are understood to concentrate mainly on 
technological innovations.  
Ries (2010) notes, that the above description is wrong. He details that a definition as the 
above totally disregards several startup-companies. Ries himself defines a startup as follows: 
Startup is “a human institution, which objective is to create and distribute a new product or a 
service under extremely uncertain conditions.”  
The same view of uncertain conditions is shared by Sommer, Loch, and Dong (2009, 129) 
they state that “Novel startup ventures are often not only risky but also face unforeseeable 
uncertainty (events that cannot possibly be foreseen at the outset) combined with complexity 
(multiple different, possibly interacting, influences).” (Sommer et al. 2009, 129) 
Trimi and Berbegal-Mirabent (2012, 450) elaborate on the complexity of starting up a new 
venture, which can be a demanding task especially in the initial stages. These early stages 
involve building the product for commercialization and constructing the organizational and 
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financial architecture for the company. Other issues adding to the complexity maybe 
acquiring investments to the product development, a short product life cycle and even the 
emergence of competitors with the same product. All mentioned challenges lead to the 
conclusion that startups operate in complex, uncertain and evolving conditions. Considering 
the complexity of the operating environment many features, innovation speed, product 
development, customers’ behaviors, competition, governmental regulations, suppliers, 
investors as well as numerous others will have a significant effect on the new venture. (Trimi 
& Berbegal-Mirabent 2012, 450) Therefore creating a startup venture is quite a daunting task, 
especially if you are just a student learning the ropes of business, thus the operations of an 
entrepreneurship society, providing entrepreneurial encouragement, networking and 
opportunities to learn the related skills, become obviously indispensable. 
I already mentioned that the early stages of the startup involve the construction of the 
organizational structure, which is only natural as Ries (2010) defines startup as an institution. 
Ries rationalizes his definition of a startup through the functions of a startup in its early 
phases. Several startups’ early functions are institution building such as, hiring employees, 
coordinating activities and creating their own culture. Startup especially is a human institution 
because it is larger than the sum of its parts. Often when a large corporation purchases 
acquires a startup, it loses its basic character. Startup is not only the product or service it 
produces but also the culture its employees create. In addition to culture, very important is the 
novelty combined to the product or service of the startup. The startup wants to offer its 
customers a new value proposition and they also care about the effects the customers receive 
from the product or service.  
Ries (2010) suggests that the innovativeness of a startup should be understood broadly. Even 
radical innovations can be based on already existing technology or convention. It is not 
always a new just invented technology product, but often startups twist some basic 
assumption to redefine conventions. For example a startup could utilize some existing 
technology in a new situation, create a new business model or bring back an old product to 
previously unreachable clientele. 
Whatever the case, new venture creation at its core is the identification or recognition of an 
opportunity. Second issue is the configuration of the entrepreneurial team, and finally the 
selection of resources to efficiently exploit the idea. From the strategic management 
perspective a successful start-up is created if a good idea, a skilled entrepreneurial team and a 
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knowledge sharing culture are combined and the startups resources are efficiently managed. 
(Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent 2012, 451)  Considering these facts venture creation seems all 
the more challenging to the individual, however an entrepreneurship society can provide him 
with the opportunities to reflect on his idea, networking to find that entrepreneurial team and a 
culture where knowledge is shared between (would-be)-entrepreneurs. Thus the 
entrepreneurship society is lowering the threshold of starting and offering an environment 
where the risk maybe a little lighter to the entrepreneur.  Even acquiring funding may become 
easier by attending an entrepreneurship society’s accelerator program that has a network of 
venture capitalists and angels. Nevertheless, a new venture always requires a wide selection of 
resources and commitments. As the value from business opportunities has to be extracted all 
the time more quickly, entrepreneurs have to keep themselves updated on all innovations that 
could be introduced to the marketplace, even before a demand exists. Usually a startup should 
see opportunities in situations where others might see risks. (Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent 
2012, 451–452)  
AaltoES encourages especially high-tech, high growth entrepreneurship within its 
community. For this type of technology-based firms the opportunities are ideas that originate 
from advances in a technology. Generally these ideas are unstable and dynamic, with a short 
life cycle, requiring continual upgrading. Therefore the startup should be a risk taker, as they 
will have to allocate their resources based on the market demands or their own intuitions. 
Building on the above definition Trimi and Berbegal-Mirabent (2012, 451–452) define a 
technology-based startup “…as a new venture where know-how and advanced technological 
discoveries are capitalized and exploited through new products and services. Accordingly 
their chances for success depend mainly on rapid and effective management of knowledge-
intensive assets and development and exploitation of the technology.”  
The authors add that as new technologies are volatile and unpredictable in nature, the 
development of a technology-based startup will entail an unconventional level of uncertainty 
compared to non-technology entrepreneurship, emphasizing that the majority of technology 
startups operate in a very dynamic and turbulent environment. This underlines the need for 
choosing the right timing and the right strategy for commercializing the product under 
development. (Trimi & Berbegal-Mirabent 2012, 451–452)  
Ries (2010) also mentions that producing innovations has an inherent risk built into the 
process. A startup is ready to take that risk, because they believe they can control the risk in 
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some novel way. In that sense startup-companies are uncommon companies, as they function 
in a field where the risks are still unknown. Later, if instead of collapsing under the risk and 
challenges, the startup has received success their product or service can seem completely 
obvious. This has been experienced with for example Google and various other startups. 
Before taking the risk and the work Google did, nobody could fathom its final magnitude for 
that industry. It is this revolutionary power, which often transforms a startup into a growth-
enterprise, the kind that have been proven to create most of the new jobs, even in Finland 
(Immonen 2012, 9). Good examples of successful Finnish startup-companies are Rovio and 
Supercell. Put briefly the operations of a startup company feature an inherent exceptional 
operational and economical risk, while producing a new value proposition to its customers.  
AaltoES’ focus in startups are the early stage ventures, where the entrepreneurs are building 
and developing the company, with the aim of evolving into sustained businesses or to make 
an exit by selling the venture to existing corporation. According to Strads (2007, 94-95) in the 
past decades startups have proven to be a vehicle for breakthrough innovations. Which is 
curious as most of the time these small new ventures have less capital, fewer scientists and 
engineers, less legitimacy or brand presence, fewer strategic alliance, evolving organizational 
structures, and incomplete or even non-existent business processes, when compared to their 
older counterparts, the established corporations. Obviously the novelty and smallness means 
that they fail at higher rates than the large corporations and old competitors. In the last five 
decades a growing volume of new ventures have been technology based companies founded 
to exploit opportunities in technology and the market disruptions they often generate. Often 
established corporations are slower to exploit these advances, which opens a window of 
opportunity for high-speed innovators to take advantage of. Under certain conditions, startup 
entrepreneurs can build a company, develop its capabilities and bring a new product to market 
in a relatively short time frame, while the larger and slower competition misses the 
opportunity. These entrepreneurial ventures can then evolve into sustained, growing, and 
profitable business. Success being measured usually with age and size, as distributing and 
scaling the product and the business will require more employees, which then leads to 
constructing organizational structure and business processes that provide internal control and 
external accountability. As the startup matures and develops, often its innovation process 
slows, finally falling victim to the very problems that generated its advantage over the 
existing established corporations. Success leads to innovative friction and no winner is 
therefore ever secure. (Strads 2007, 94–95)  
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Universities and other higher education organizations have also strived to produce startups 
from their basic research and other operations to enhance their region’s economic situation 
(Miner et al. 2010, 213-214). In Finland a position has been taken that commercialization and 
technology transfer operations should be developed towards better efficiency to create more 
startup-companies (Ministry of Education 2009, 11). AaltoES has been founded in addition to 
improving the entrepreneurial possibilities, but also to answer to the challenges of 
commercialization and technology transfer in collaboration with Aalto University. In a short 
time AaltoES’ community and its various functions and operations have become a nationally 
and internationally recognized, which creates and attracts new startups in to Finland. It is 
important to understand how the startup innovation community functions, so that startup-
companies needs can be better supported in other Finnish and foreign regions. My research 
strives to aid in this challenge. I will return to commercialization and technology transfer in 
higher education organizations later in chapter 2.5. 
Startup Community 
To conclude this subchapter I combine afore discussed definitions of innovation community, 
with the idea of startup community to form one central concept of a startup innovation 
community. The definitions of innovation community make no distinction in the 
organizations that could have the features of an innovation culture or a community. And as 
earlier research has proven various kinds of business organizations can have the attributes 
relating to them. Therefore it is probable that startup companies can also feature the same 
attributes. The argument is further strengthened by the observation by Ries (2010) that 
novelty for the customer and for the market is especially important for the solution that a 
startup is trying to promote. Thus it is likely that also startup communities formed by startup 
companies can have the same features. 
Describing a startup community is best done by using one the most well-known as an 
example. Boulder Colorado is the home of an internationally recognized startup community, 
which also is the home of a reputable startup accelerator called TechStars. Feld (2012, 21-25), 
who is one of the founders of Tech Stars and Boulder’s community has described the 
community and its features in detail.  
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Principles and participants of a thriving startup community 
Feld (2012, 21-25), offers us an elaboration on the principles of a thriving startup community. 
Even though one could think that location is irrelevant today he writes that the location is 
more important than ever as innovation seems to tilt heavily toward certain locations. He cites 
three historical frameworks to explain the formation of startup communities. The first 
explanation is the external or agglomeration economies, which focus on the benefits of startup 
concentration in an area. The argument is that companies co-located in an area benefit from 
‘external economies of scale’ meaning the companies in the same geographical area share the 
costs of external resources such as infrastructure, legal services, labor etc. This is also true for 
entrepreneurial individuals and startup teams attending the same entrepreneurship society and 
its programs. In addition a geographic concentration leads to network effects, where the 
addition of new members enhances value for existing users. Second explanation for startup 
communities is the horizontal networks introduced in sociology. External economies do not 
completely explain the development of startup communities. It is argued that a culture of 
openness and information exchanges drive the successful startup communities. Finally the 
third explanation is the concept of a creative class consisting of entrepreneurs, engineers, 
professors, and artists, who create ‘meaningful new forms.’ Feld notes that the creative class 
individuals want to live in nice places, enjoy a tolerant culture for novel ideas and other 
weirdness, and most of all want to experience the company of other creative-class individuals. 
Lastly he explains his own framework of Boulder Thesis which is the requirement to get a 
startup community functioning. The framework consists of four key components: 1. 
Entrepreneurs must lead the startup community. 2. The leaders must have a long-term 
commitment. 3. The startup community must be inclusive of anyone who wants to participate 
in it, and 4. The startup community must have continual activities that engage the entire 
entrepreneurial stack.  
According to Feld (2012, 30-46) the participants of such a community are entrepreneurs, who 
should be the community’s leaders, government, universities, investors, mentors, service 
providers, and finally large companies. Each of the member types has important roles. The 
government’s role is to support the entrepreneurs, not inhibit venture creation. The 
universities provide five important resources of entrepreneurship; students, professors, 
research labs, entrepreneurship programs, and technology transfer offices. From these five, 
the first two are most important. In general a university can be a facilitator of entrepreneurial 
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action. They can offer work spaces, conference facilities and human resources; students and 
faculty interested in entrepreneurship. The investors should acquire a long time perspective 
and work hard for the development of their region’s startup community. The mentors help the 
startups without having set goals or receiving economic rewards. The service providers 
should offer their time and products for no charge to the startups in the beginning. Finally two 
distinct things large companies should offer for the startup community are 1. Provide a space 
and resources to the entrepreneurs 2. Create programs encouraging startups to build 
companies that can enhance the ecosystem for the large companies. 
Challenges, activities and events 
Feld (2012, 47-72) also describes some challenges the startup community may face. I have 
left out a few that bare close resemblances to the challenges mentioned in the earlier chapter 
defining an entrepreneurship society. One challenge is when some other actor than 
entrepreneur tries to control the community, these attempts usually hinder the growth of the 
startup community. Creating artificial geographic boundaries should also be avoided by the 
community. A local culture of risk aversion may also inhibit the startup community. The last 
challenge I will mention here is avoiding people due to past failures, rather the other 
entrepreneurs should embrace the failed entrepreneur as it will encourage more entrepreneurs 
to take more risks, changing the culture of risk taking. 
Much like an entrepreneurship society a startup community also offers activities and events to 
its members. Some examples that Feld (2012, 77-105) provides are events including pitching 
such as the Boulder Denver New Tech meet up, networking events like Open Coffee Club, 
and more ambitious events like Startup Weekend which has the goal of creating a startup 
during the two days. One good suggestion is also to have the community’s own e-mail digest. 
The community can also create competitions, like the CU New Venture Challenge, a 
“business plan” –competition involving all disciplines of the university, with energetic but 
informative kick-off events. Another good idea may be to try and create a foundation by the 
successful alumni entrepreneurs of the community. Lastly a startup community may run 
accelerator program such as the reputable TechStars, which begun in Boulder Colorado. 
TechStars takes simple web applications from entrepreneurs, the program selects and funds 
the best founders working in interesting markets and facilitates interaction between them, 
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mentors and investors for three months.  80 percent of TechStars companies raise venture 
capital or investments from angels after attending the accelerator. (Feld 2012, 77-105)  
On the presented literature I draw the concepts of an innovation community and startup 
community together as a concept of startup innovation community. I have presented the 
concept with the conceptual apparatus below. The conceptual apparatus is my basis for the 
analysis completed in chapter 4. My argument is that an entrepreneurship society and a 
startup community form a wider concept of a startup innovation community.
 
Figure 1 Conceptual apparatus - How a SIC functions? By Eeppi Nieminen (2013) 
However to extend the knowledge around the issue of startups a little more, I will shortly 
explain the role of higher education organizations in technology transfer. 
2.4. Role of higher education organizations in technology transfer and innovation 
commercialization  
As the startup innovation community of AaltoES has also been supported by Aalto 
University, I consider that it is important to discuss possible reasons why a university 
organization has supported the efforts and operations of the community. Youtie & Shapira 
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(2008, 1189-1191) have stated that through different ages universities have gone through 
several transformations, which have in part eradicated previous functions and in part added to 
them. Primarily these transformations have reflected the needs of society. Universities are 
thought to have gone through three phases: 1) knowledge collecting, knowledge storage 
universities, 2) knowledge producing, knowledge factory universities and now 3) modern 
developing knowledge hub-universities. In the economic context phase one university during 
the middle ages produced products that could be only created with their knowledge, one good 
example of this were books. At the second phase in the beginning of the 19th century 
universities took a more active role as knowledge and labor producers. Adapting to the 
industrial revolution universities took in inputs; students and financing, and produced new 
knowledge and employees, as outputs. Universities can be understood to still operate as 
during the first and second phase, except universities are not currently in an elitist position 
above society. Presently in the third phase universities have begun to transform, knowingly or 
by force towards knowledge hubs. Universities of this type seek to be a part of their region’s 
innovation system. They develop new possibilities and innovations for their target area and 
operate as a catalyst for their region’s economic and social development. A typical 
characteristic for universities in the third phase is to operate over research and industry 
borders. The universities execute these operations through research, knowledge creation, 
education, producing human capital, know-how transfer and with commercialization of 
technological innovations etc.  
Many of the third phase university’s features can be identified from the operations of Aalto 
University. The startup innovation community of AaltoES supported by Aalto University is a 
cross disciplinary innovation community, which is open to all university’s fields of study. It 
has undeniably affected their region’s social and economic conditions by creating and 
offering new possibilities for entrepreneurship and networking to its members. Additionally 
the operations started in the community have had a significant effect on the visibility of 
entrepreneurship in the media and in shaping the general opinion towards entrepreneurship in 
whole of Finland. According to Miner, Gong, Ciuchta, Sadler and Surdykin (2010, 213-229) 
starting cross disciplinary entrepreneurship operations like in AaltoES’ community and Aalto 
University, are currently a trend from a global perspective. Currently universities around the 
globe are creating startup-programs connected to entrepreneurship with the aim of 
commercializing innovations which is a distinguishing feature for knowledge hub 
universities. Pioneers in this trend have been the Silicon Valley’s universities, which are 
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known worldwide for their excellent technology transfer and innovation commercialization 
programs. It has also been suggested that the startup-phenomenon that begun in the USA 
might completely change the role of universities, its effects for universities, geographical 
regions and societies could be significant in the future.  
In Finland the aforementioned trend and its effects on the development of universities is still 
quite new. Especially technology transfer and innovation commercialization have just in the 
recent years begun to be considered as important functions. Therefore Aalto University is on 
this field a pioneer in Finland. On the other hand in Finland the government has initiated an 
entrepreneurship act, which one part is the enhancement of academic entrepreneurship and 
more efficient commercial utilization of research results (Ministry of Education and Culture, 
2012). As a result of the same act the Ministry of Education and Culture’s and Ministry of 
Employment and The Economy’s work group has created report named; The Encouragement 
of Academic Entrepreneurship (Translation: Eeppi Nieminen). In this report the government 
has recommended the following development actions to promote the amount of academic 
entrepreneurship. Academic know-how needs to be efficiently utilized as a basis for 
entrepreneurship, entrepreneurs and companies need to receive more information on academic 
innovations, innovation transfer needs to be easier, innovation process needs to be mastered 
with immaterial rights,  and technology and know-how transfer, entrepreneurship research 
focus should be positioned towards growth entrepreneurship, international collaboration 
should be enhanced, professional growth entrepreneurs should be selected as teachers, and 
finally students and employees should be encouraged towards entrepreneurship. (Ministry of 
Education and Culture 2009, 63-69) More detailed and complete list of the development 
actions can be found from the report. 
Without a question a will and plans to transform our academic institutions toward innovation 
promoters exists in Finland. Should the mentioned development actions be completed the 
Finnish startup- and growth entrepreneurship would be in a better state. Regarding my 
research I note that currently Finland is going through transformational times after which our 
country will hopefully have notably more startup-action. Therefore my research is very well 
timed at the beginning of the new Finnish entrepreneurial era. My research target AaltoES’ 
and all its functions and programs form the first startup innovation community of this new 
era, and thus is an extremely exciting research opportunity.   
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3 METHODOLOGY, EMPIRICAL MATERIAL AND ANALYSIS 
In this chapter I will explain intensive case study research, which is my chosen methodology 
utilized in conducting the research, the empirical material collection methods related to 
intensive CSR and the analysis procedures. Empirical material collection methods to be 
discussed are interviewing, document review and observation. In discussing the analysis I 
elaborate how I employed the critical incident technique to uncover the critical phases of the 
case community through several rounds analysis. To finish the chapter I reflect on the ethical 
issues affecting my study. 
3.1. Case study research 
The chosen methodology for the current master’s thesis is the case study research –
methodology. In this subchapter I provide a general overview of the methodology before 
explaining the specific case study research – method used in the research.  
Case study research has touched many different disciplines during its existence. As any other 
study method it is not only limited to business research. However it has been more popular in 
many other research fields for example: psychology, medicine, law, political and social 
sciences, education and even anthropology. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 115)  
According to Stake (1995, 35) a specific beginning for qualitative research or case study 
research cannot be identified. It has an extensive history involving many ethnographers, social 
psychologists, historians, and literary critics. However, all these actors were bound to their 
research by the will of human curiosity, a curiosity that I personally share for startup 
innovation communities. Citing Wilhelm Dilthey, the philosopher, Stake claims that a century 
ago science was not helping humans understand themselves, which spawned the need for 
placing more emphasis on qualitative research and therefore on case study research.  (Stake 
1995, 35)  
My intent during this research has been to acquire understanding about the complex 
interrelationships that exist inside the case of AaltoES’ startup innovation community.  Thus 
it is suitable to mention the major differences that distinguish qualitative research and 
therefore case study research from quantitative research and its methods. The purpose of 
qualitative case study inquiry is to gain explanations and understanding, the researcher has a 
very personal role in the process, the knowledge is discovered not necessarily only 
constructed. Researchers of the quantitative school aim for explanation and control, while 
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researchers of the qualitative school aim for understanding the complex interrelationships 
among all that exists. (Stake 1995, 37)  
The current master’s thesis aims to study the case of AaltoES’ community from the 
perspective of the research question “How does a startup innovation community function?” 
Focusing the research on a specific case(s) is typical for case study research, in the center of 
every case study research is a case or multiple cases. Therefore case study research is quite 
simply the study of cases. The “case” can be an individual or organization, perhaps even a 
group of organizations or departments inside a larger organization. The aim of a case study 
research is to study the case from the perspective of the research question and hopefully solve 
it by deducting information from the case. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 115) Considering 
the above, my task has been to deduct information from the case of AaltoES by utilizing the 
collection methods I have explained later in this chapter.  
According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 116) case study research has been quite 
naturally adopted to the field of business research for a few of reasons: 1. real-life cases are 
used in teaching business, 2. companies build case histories for their own learning purposes, 
3. case study research has the ability to portray complex real-life events and issues in a more 
understandable format.  My research addresses all three aspects, hopefully my research will 
offer information that can be used for teaching, the case history constructed here can offer 
learning for AaltoES and other startup innovation communities and lastly through portraying 
the complex events of the community I offer an understandable medium about the 
community’s phases and functions.  
Case study research has also received some criticism. It has been said that it offers mere 
descriptions and lacks scientific depth.  Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 116) continue with 
the thought by offering insight that indeed case study research can commonly be understood 
as practical, however it can also be normative. The authors explain with two examples: “You 
can, for example, decide to study a quality management project that is either problematic or 
exceptionally successful from a managerial point of view. With the results of your study, you 
will be able to say something about how to perform a successful project, or how to avoid 
some problems, at least in one particular organization or in a specific business context.” 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 116) 
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Case study research can be understood to connect with the following research traditions: 
interpretative, ethnographic and field-research. The three traditions differentiate themselves 
compared to experimental, quantitative and deductive research traditions. The latter having 
their focus on producing statistical generalizations while the former, like case study research, 
provide more understanding of issues. Even though not utilized in my research quantitative 
information can be used to provide a case for study. Therefore we can understand case study 
research as a research approach or strategy rather than a method. The choices for empirical 
data in a case study research are virtually limitless and therefore the methods for analyzing the 
acquired data vary depending on the objectives of the study. It is this versatility of the method 
that makes case study research my primary choice to address the intricate details of the 
AaltoES’ case, which could not be understood with quantitative methods. (Eriksson, & 
Kovalainen 2008, 117)  
While case study research normally deals with complicated issues and while styles in 
executing it vary, in reality case study research is quite simple to define. One such simple 
definition is Tellis’ by the words of Eriksson '[…] case study research is emphasis on the 
production of detailed and holistic knowledge, which is based on the analysis of multiple 
empirical sources rich in context.' (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 117)  
For some this definition can seem considerably wide. It is true that a research should know it 
limits. In case study research I as the researcher should know the beginning and end for the 
case under investigation. However, it can also be argued that the researcher creates the case in 
his research process, where he sets the study under examination, which interprets and offers 
understanding regarding the case, there by defining the limits of the case under investigation. 
Due to the interconnected nature of the AaltoES’ case I have had to define the limits for my 
investigation. The chronological start of the case I set to the beginning of the community and 
the end to the current date.  During this process an invaluable skill for me the researcher was 
the ability to define the applicable research question. Generally the research questions should 
live with the research process, transforming into more specific questions during the process 
while the researcher acquires more detailed knowledge of the case. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 
2008, 117) In my research the question did not transform but provided me with a theoretical 
perspective and limited the research to concentrate on the functioning of the community.  
Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) also quote two other definitions for case study. One by 
Creswell (1998) and one by Yin (2002), by Creswell's definition a case study is: 
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"a bounded system, which can be defined in terms of time and place (e.g. an event, an 
activity, individuals or groups of people, over time and through detailed, in-depth data 
collection, involving multiple sources of information that are rich in context." 
While Yin defines a case study as an: "An empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon, within its real-life context, when the boundaries between the phenomenon and 
the context are not clearly evident, and in which multiple sources of evidence are used." 
My investigation targeted at AaltoES’ community has led to a diverse pool of data. This is 
due to the embed design, which is one of the most distinctive features of case study research. 
In contrast to research for example done by purely interviewing case study research brings 
with it multiple levels of analysis in a single study. Observations can be supplemented with 
interviews and document reviews, qualitative data can be supported with quantitative findings 
of the same case or the whole case can be built up from quantitative data. At the same time 
evidence deciphered from the archives, interviews, questionnaires, and observations can be 
qualitative or quantitative. (Eisenhardt 1989, 534–535) This makes case study research 
absolutely versatile research approach, which cannot be denied.  The same versatility also 
enables case study researchers to conduct many kinds of research with various objectives; 
provide description, theory creation or theory testing (Eisenhardt 1989, 534–535). My intent 
has been to provide detailed rich description, through utilizing several of the aforementioned 
data collection methods, that I will explain later in the chapter.  
While the versatility is probably the methods biggest strength it is probably also its biggest 
weakness. A large amount of qualitative data, especially one based on interpretation and 
coding may be difficult to represent in such a form that all the findings that the researcher has 
drawn from the evidence can be evaluated for their validity and reliability by the reader. 
(Eriksson & Koistinen 2005, 43–44)  This has been a challenge especially for me as an 
inexperienced researcher and it has affected me in providing a believable description.  I have 
tried to alleviate the problem by offering exact definitions for the concepts and for the case 
under investigation. I have also paid attention to the analysis so that it is adequate and the 
results and conclusions can be logically deducted by the reader. According to Eriksson and 
Koistinen (2005, 43-44) the reporting can be the Achilles’ heel of a good case study research, 
if the researcher cannot provide an interesting description. The richness and liveliness of the 
case may not reach the reader thereby rendering the research uninteresting and almost 
meaningless. (Eriksson & Koistinen 2005, 43–44) I have done my best to provide an 
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interesting description of the case to the reader of the research. I believe it brings forth the 
richness and liveliness of AaltoES’ case and therefore provides interesting and meaningful 
insight for the reader. 
Contrary to providing interesting and meaningful insights through description, in 2007 
Eisenhardt concluded that theory building from case studies has become increasingly popular 
and a relevant research strategy, which has led to a large number of influential studies 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner 2007, 30). Therefore it can be said that case study research is a 
contemporary and widely used research method, even though it was earlier criticized for not 
offering enough scientific depth, but mere descriptions.  
In addition it should be mentioned that there is a clear divide between researchers on which 
type of case study research should be more preferred: single-case studies and multiple or 
collective case studies. Furthermore case study research can be either intensive or extensive, 
where intensive research has its focus on investigating one or few cases in-depth and the 
extensive strategy maps patterns and properties from a wide pool of case information. 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 118) A few decades ago in the 1980’s and 1990’s a discussion 
between academics ensued if case study research should center on extensive methodological 
approaches or on classical intensive case study research. The discussion has become well-
known especially through Eisenhardt’s (1989) and Dyer & Wilkins’ (1991) articles. In this 
debate Eisenhardt was strongly of the opinion that case study research should move into a 
more extensive methodological approach and to create theories, while Dyer & Wilkins’ 
warned that the classical intensive case study research should not be forgotten as a good tool 
to provide invaluable in-depth information for theories through narratives and stories. (Dyer, 
& Wilkins 1991, 614) 
I have embraced the point made by Dyer & Wilkins and shaped my specific methodology to 
be an intensive case study research as for the purposes of my research; its emphasis on 
narratives and stories is more applicable the current study. Thus, in the following chapters I 
will define intensive case study research and the data collecting methods I used in executing 
the research.   
3.2. Intensive case study research 
Earlier I mentioned that my research is carried out as an intensive case study research, a 
“classical” case study. The main aim for this sort of a research is on interpretation and 
acquiring profound knowledge of the case, while deciphering various cultural meanings and 
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sense-making processes in their own contexts (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 119). The 
knowledge I am seeking is to acquire profound understanding on how the startup innovation 
community functions. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 120) mention that to reach this goal 
the researcher should choose one or a few cases for investigation. My chosen case is the 
AaltoES’ community. I have explored the case by creating a rich detailed narrative 
description featuring its functions through its history. The narrative description offers insight, 
reason and sense-making for understanding the convoluted case. With the help of the 
narrative description I have constructed a case for interpretation. Thus my role as the 
researcher can be understood as that of an interpreter. Through interpretation of the case 
material I have focused on different facets, knowledge and sense-making processes of the 
individuals inside the case. According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 120) this method of 
constructing a narrative, which takes in to account the economic, social, cultural, 
technological, historical and physical setting, is a good way to represent the descriptions and 
findings from them. 
During the intensive case study research process I went through the phases of: formulating the 
research questions, positioning of the research, defining and choosing the case, defining the 
applying theories and concepts, understanding the dialogue between the empirical material 
and research questions, deciding the methods for analysis and interpretation and deciding on 
reporting guidelines. According to Erikkson and Koistinen (2005, 19) these are the usual 
phases of case study research process. 
As the phases for the case study research process can be easily identified, quite often case 
study research can be described as dynamic. Meaning the research follows the case through a 
certain period of time. My research also follows the case through chronological periods, 
however I haven’t been able to follow the case through all the periods myself, but have 
utilized different data collection methods to construct a narrative that covers the case through 
its existence. Due to the time aspect sometimes intensive CSR could be even described as 
projects. This can be seen as a great advantage for the method as many intensive case study –
projects have succeeded in creating a whole representation of the issue at hand, through 
extended periods of time. For example intensive case study research has successfully 
addressed issues regarding organizational events, managerial action, strategic management 
etc. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 120) Even though my research has not been a project 
conducted within the case extending through several periods of time. I have been able to 
create a whole representation of the case through a varied use of data collection methods.  
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The relationship between theoretical concepts and empirical investigation in intensive CSR is 
a challenging one. I have tried not to jump to generalizations too soon. It has been essential 
for me to first create a whole description of the case, which has allowed me the researcher a 
good position to elaborate on the research questions and acquire understanding on the 
causalities of the case. An intensive case study researcher must understand that the process is 
continuous dialogue between theoretical concepts and empirical data. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 
2008, 121) Stake (1995, 62) describes the issue to be a little more dynamic. During the 
observation phase the researcher should keep the focus on categories and key events, all the 
while keeping an eye on certain background conditions that may influence analysis. The 
researcher should not interpret relationships during the research, so that his or her objectivity 
towards the case would be put at risk. Therefore the researcher has to close his mind, but at 
the same time balance the challenge of keeping his mind open for opportunities to expand or 
develop his research design. (Stake 1995, 62)  
As was mentioned previously the goal for an intensive CSR is not typically to draw 
generalizations from the case data.  The goal for any CSR researcher is to uncover the inner-
workings of the case in question. Moreover, to specifically understand the unit of analysis and 
all its little details, causalities and nuances. Not just for the researcher himself but also to the 
research audience.  Intensive case study does not see the exceptional nature of the case as a 
problem, but as a great issue of interest, as the reason for the research. Ultimately intensive 
case study research should provide an incontestable description for analysis and reporting. A 
description can be considered good if it offers understanding in a way that interests others i.e. 
researchers, research participants, societal decision makers and other practical individuals 
related to the research (Eriksson & Koistinen 2005, 15–16). A description like this can be 
reached if the case study researcher acquires good data through note-taking and record 
creation during the research processes’ data gathering phase. Through the created description 
the researcher lets the case tell its own story, situation, problem and hopefully a solution or an 
answer to the research question. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 121–122; Stake 1995, 62) 
It has been important for me to remember that the story included in the description with its 
rich context, may not start to take shape after the first few observations or interviews (Stake 
1995, 62). In my research I experienced that the topics discussed in the interviews were quite 
evident after the transcription and few reading sessions. However, sometimes several 
observation analyses are required for finding the shape of the story. Therefore I made records 
of the observations right after completing each session, whether it was an interview or an 
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event of observation as suggested by Stake (1995, 62) This also helped with inducing a 
versatile view of the case’s context in to the thick description. Because of the intensive case 
study research methodology, I needed to pay attention to the contexts to create a sense of 
“being there” for the reader. This was accomplished by describing the environment in the 
description. Included in the described context can be anything from physical situation like 
rooms, landscape, location or décor to even wider contexts like economic, historical and 
aesthetic aspects. (Stake 1995, 63–64) I focused on the economic and historical aspects in the 
first phase of the narrative description to create a background for the case’s history. To create 
this kind of thick description of events, I utilized interviews, media-material, observations and 
documents such as team handbooks and yearbooks.  It is common for a case study research to 
employ different kinds of data gathering methods. The usual data gathering methods for case 
study research are different kinds of interviews, media-material, statistics, observations and 
various documents like brochures, meeting minutes, notes, diaries etc. (Eriksson & Koistinen 
2005, 27)  
According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, 119) intensive case study is strongly connected 
to the qualitative and ethnographical research tradition. Thus my focus has been in 
interpretation, which I used to gain profound knowledge about the case. The focus is not on 
previous theories, but understanding the case from the perspective of the individuals 
participating in the case. The goal as such for me has been the “inside” perspective, which 
helps make sense of the case in its societal (social, cultural, economic and technological) and 
physical environment. I was in a good position to create the inside perspective, as I have 
worked in a similar project as AaltoES’ startup innovation community in Kuopio 
Entrepreneurship Society. 
To summarize, I am not attempting to create, test or prove valid a previous theory about 
innovation communities, but rather I try to acquire as profound as possible understanding 
about how a startup innovation community such as AaltoES’  has functioned from its birth to 
this date. This objective is in line with conducting an intensive case study research, as 
Eriksson and Koistinen (2005, 15) write the researcher should be interested in the case, to 
investigate how this unique and special case functions.  
Intensive case study research can also be called intrinsic case study research, a label used by 
Stake (1995, 3). According to him intrinsic case study is a research, where the researcher is 
interested in a case, because he or she has as a need to learn about that particular case. He 
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calls this an intrinsic interest in the case. (Stake 1995, 3) From here on I will not discuss 
intrinsic case study, I take the position that intensive case study research and intrinsic case 
study research are the same school of thought and I will therefore use the term intensive case 
study research. The above mentioned features of intensive case study research make it a great 
method for my research, as it is obvious that I have intrinsic need to gain understanding and 
knowledge about the AaltoES’ startup innovation community. 
To conclude the subchapter, my role as a researcher with the case of AaltoES’ startup 
innovation community is to be an interpreter that seeks to describe the case to the reader in a 
sensible way with the help of interpretation and information gathered through the research. I 
have written the interpretation into a narrative description about the case’s critical phases and 
critical functions. I have planned for the research to extend to the AaltoES’ idea’s birth 
moment and to interpret all of its critical phases to this date. The narrative constructed by the 
phases will offer the reader an insightful perspective into how this startup-innovation 
community has functioned and how it currently functions. To represent a research case 
following a chronological order while constructing a narrative is rather typical for intensive 
case study research (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 120).  
Constructing the narrative requires an empirical qualitative material, which can be interpreted 
and categorized. I have collected the qualitative material with the following case study 
material collections methods; observation, interviewing and document analysis. I will discuss 
the collection methods in the next subchapter. 
3.3. Interviewing, document review and observation material collection 
Interviewing 
The main portion of the empirical material for my research consists of interviews. To be 
specific I conducted three unstructured interviews. As my research objective is to provide a 
rich description of the startup innovation community the unstructured interviews are suitable, 
as they aim to understand the complex behavior of members of a certain community, without 
utilizing a priori categorization that might limit the broadness of the research. (Fontana & 
Prokos 2007, 40) As unstructured interviewing is very detailed, I had the opportunity to 
discuss all of the things I learnt from the members of the community. Naturally the discussed 
issues will differ between sciences, in sociology the topics can be the culture, the language, 
and the ways of life of the community, if we compare this to business research, and my 
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research, I will be discussing the culture, and operations of the community, which can be 
closely contrasted with ways of life of a society. (Fontana & Prokos 2007, 42) 
Interviews have been an important source of information for my research. As Stake (1995, 64-
66) mentions we cannot perceive everything, therefore a lot of information is observed by 
others. We assume that this hidden information that we could not perceive can be extracted by 
interviewing the individuals that have observed certain events or experiences. For me to be 
successful in extracting the knowledge, the interview needed to be well planned beforehand. 
Many times the questions we issue in a qualitative case study differ between the respondents. 
Each interview I conducted told about that certain individuals unique experiences that I hoped 
to provide understanding or sense-making to our research question. As the interviewer I did 
not want to receive yes or no questions, as those kinds of answers would only confirm or 
question my presumptions or hypotheses. Hence I took time to formulate the questions well, 
to receive a rather descriptive answer to be used in the case’s description. The questions were 
based on the research question. Unfortunately due to time constrictions I did not have time to 
hold test interviews before the actual event. The questions that I formulated were: Tell me 
about your community’s functions during its early days, tell me how your community 
functions today? Please describe how your community will function in the future?  These 
questions seemed to work well to build descriptive material for the case’s description.  
Nevertheless even great research questions would have been obsolete if I would have not been 
able to access the case’s setting to conduct my interviews. Fontana and Prokos (2007, 43) 
discuss the issue; they note that getting access depends on the group that the researcher is 
attempting to study. Obviously the methods for getting in vary tremendously, but they share 
the common goal of gaining access to the case. (Fontana & Prokos 2007, 43) My method of 
access was quite simple; I approached a few members of the community via email. The 
wingman of Startup Sauna and board member of AaltoES, Juuso Koskinen, Startup Sauna’s 
Community and Communications –person, Natalie Gaudet, and Senior Advisor, Global 
Alliances at Aalto University, Will Cardwell. I had discussed my thesis with Cardwell in 2012 
at REE12 –conference. In the email I explained my research and that I felt that the 
community’s story should be recorded as an academic work. I proceeded to ask for 
suggestions on who I should interview. The first response I received was from Natalie 
Gaudet, who suggested I interview her, the founding president of AaltoES, Kristo Ovaska, 
Juuso Koskinen and another member of AaltoES. I would consider Gaudet being an informant 
for my research, according to Fontana and Prokos (2007, 44-45) an informant is an inside 
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member of the community being studied, who is willing to be an informant and act as a guide 
for the researcher. A good informant can save much time and help with avoiding mistakes in 
conducting the research. While Gaudet was not present in the two other interviews I do 
consider her fast response and quality list of interviewees a large help, that got the interviews 
arranged in less than a month and all of them for the same timeframe. Saving me a lot of time 
and making accessing the setting easier. (Fontana, Prokos 2007, 44–45)  
I proceeded to arrange interviews with Gaudet, Ovaska and Koskinen, but chose to leave the 
other AaltoES member out, to get the university’s perspective from Cardwell. Unfortunately 
due to scheduling difficulties Cardwell’s interview got cancelled. However I had successfully 
received access to observe AaltoES and Startup Sauna, and conduct interviews with 
individuals who could offer a good chronological perspective on all phases of the community. 
Now I just needed to conduct successful interviews to secure the majority of my empirical 
material.  
While conducting the interviews I chose to present myself as my original self, a student 
involved in the entrepreneurship society movement, who is interested to spread the good word 
through his master’s thesis, which could offer opportunities for individuals or organizations 
interested in learning about startup innovation communities. I believe it was the right decision 
as the respondents in my research seemed to be pretty open towards me and my research, 
choosing to arrange time from their busy schedules. Fontana (2007, 44) discusses the issue 
how the researcher should represent oneself. One can decide to be a representative of the 
academia. One could try to mimic and look like the respondents. One could unknowingly be a 
representative of a hostile entity, or one could just present oneself as a “learner”. Casting the 
right impression on respondents is very important as it has a profound influence on the 
success or failure of the study. One should be aware that it is possible that the presentational 
self is misrepresented. For example the respondents might consider the researcher a spy for 
another organization. (Fontana & Prokos 2007, 44) I believe that fortunately due to the open 
nature of the Entrepreneurship Society movement, I was taken in with open arms, as a 
representative of the same cause.  
I already mentioned in my research the respondents seemed to be quite open about their views 
and issues in their community. I actually was quite surprised how the interview situations 
were so natural and how wide an array of subjects I was able cover with the interviewees. I 
believe that a natural trust was created as I was of the same generation, and as I was part of 
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our local Entrepreneurship Society I represented the same breed of students interested in 
entrepreneurship as the respondents.  Certainly the community under research is also known 
for their courage to say what they think and act on those ideas, which probably also affected 
the sincerity of the interviews. Sometimes gaining trust as I was able to acquire, is another 
challenge in conducting interview research and is quite closely tied to how the researcher 
decides to present oneself. According to Fontana (2007, 45-46) acquiring the bond of trust is 
vital for the success of the interviews, but the researcher must remember that even when it is 
gained it can be easily broken. A mistake by the researcher may damage the carefully built 
bond of trust. (Fontana & Prokos 2007, 45–46)   
As the research here is a case study with the goal of understanding it was only natural to use 
unstructured interviewing as means of empirical material collection as the goal of 
unstructured interviewing is also the acquisition of understanding. Fontana writes that 
acquiring rapport with respondents is critical to reach understanding about the case. This 
means that I as the researcher needed to take the role of the respondents and attempt to see the 
situation from their point of view. I was not allowed superimpose my viewpoint upon the 
respondents. A good rapport will open doors to more informed research, while it also may 
create problems. The researcher could become a spokesperson for the community studied, 
losing his objectivity, or he might “go native” and actually become a member for the 
community studied and lose his role as a representative of the academia. (Fontana & Prokos 
2007, 46–47) While I have endeavored to be objective in conducting my research I do have to 
mention, that in some sense I do consider myself more of a member of the student startup 
entrepreneurship movement, rather than a member of academia. How this aspect has affected 
the research I will have to leave up to the interpretations of the readers.  
How to represent one self, gaining trust and establishing rapport are all features of what 
Brinkmann (2009, 128-129) would call setting the interview stage. They are all features that 
have a significant impact on the interviews setting. I believe that my positioning in each of the 
aspects encouraged the interviewees to describe their points of view on their lives and worlds.  
The interviewees seemed to have a grasp of me the interviewer, which allowed them to talk 
freely and expose their experiences and feelings to the stranger that I was. Because this 
connection was established I respected the interviewee with attentive listening, showing 
interest and understanding, as suggested by Brinkmann (2009, 128-129). To further 
strengthen the connection I tried to be at ease and clear about what I wanted to know. 
Therefore I had prepared a short oral briefing where I explained the subject and the research, 
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and mentioned the purpose of the interview, use of a sound recorder and inquired if the 
interviewee had any questions before starting the interview. All further details were told after 
the interview to not shape the interviewees view of the subject. I felt like the briefing set the 
stage for the interview well, which was apparent from the openness of the interviews that I 
already mentioned. Preparing an interview this way follows the guidelines provided by 
Brinkmann (2009, 128-129). 
In my research I have made audio recordings that I have transcribed, because Stake (1995, 66) 
mentions that the challenge in interviewing lies in creating a good record of it. If at all 
possible the researcher should take the time right after the interview to produce notes with key 
ideas and episodes included. The exact words of respondent are not what matters; it is the 
meaning behind those words that should be considered most important. A good interviewer 
knows to listen, to take a few notes and ask for clarification. During the interviews I tried to 
listen as well as I could, but also made a few notes that helped me in asking further 
clarification, but also worked as reminders of the important topics in the interview after 
conducting it.  
In interviewing my subjects I witnessed positive emotional reactions to the interview 
situations. One interviewee stated out loud that he had obtained new insight into the phases of 
the community and requested me to edit his thoughts into a text document, that could be sent 
to others wondering about the same issues that I inquired about. It was thrilling to see the 
impact of my research right in that moment. According to Brinkmann (2009, 128-129) it is 
natural that after the interview some tension or anxiety may be apparent, as the subject has 
opened about personal and maybe even emotional experiences. The interview may have led 
the interviewee to be wondering about the purpose and later use of the interview. He or she 
may also experience feeling of emptiness; after giving detailed information about his or her 
life, without anything received in return. However many times subjects may experience the 
interview as an enriching experience, having enjoyed talking freely with an attentive listener 
and the interviewee may have even obtained new points of view into their own experiences 
(Brinkmann 2009, 128–129) as happened with one my interviewees.  
One aspect that made the interviews rather interesting was that the interviews could be 
considered elite or expert interviews. Brinkmann (2009, 147) writes that elite interviews are 
with persons who are leaders or experts in a community, who are usually in powerful 
positions. Many times obtaining access to interviewees as these can be a problem. However I 
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was lucky to receive interviews from three subjects quite easily, but the fourth interview fell 
through proving that elite interviews can indeed be hard to arrange. Even when an interview is 
established with an “elite” representative of an organization, the power asymmetry usually 
present in interview situations between the interviewer and the interviewee may be canceled 
out by the powerful position of the elite interviewee. In my research interviews I actually 
experienced that I was the one in a less powerful position compared to the interviewees. The 
subjects were experienced in giving interviews and comfortable with collaborating with even 
the most known serial entrepreneurs, thought leaders and politicians. I was the one walking 
into challenging situations with experts from an internationally recognized entrepreneurship 
society. However I do believe that once again my background in the Kuopio Entrepreneurship 
Society helped with being comfortable with the interviewees, I felt the interviewees and I 
were equals at the end of each interview occasions.  
In my interviews I did not observe obvious prepared talk tracks that experts many times have 
and use to promote viewpoints they aim to spread by means of interviews (Brinkmann 2009, 
147). I believe the respondents were honestly telling their views on their community and its 
history. Although I did make a few comments and requested further elaboration in all of the 
interviews, the events did not evolve into discussions where I would have constantly taken 
part in by confronting the interviewees’ statements as is sometimes useful in expert interviews 
to reach new knowledge or scientific understanding (Brinkmann 2009, 147). Experts are also 
used to being asked about their opinions and thoughts; such was also the case with my 
interviewees. For experts an interviewer with knowledge about the interview subject can be 
an interesting conversation partner. Therefore the interviewer should be knowledgeable about 
the topic and be versed with the specific language related to it, as well as having familiarized 
oneself with the social situation and biography of the interviewee. Demonstrating that the 
interviewer is knowledgeable, the interviewer will gain respect and can achieve an extent of 
symmetry in the interview relationship. (Brinkmann 2009, 147) As I mentioned in the last 
paragraph I felt like the interviewees and I were equals at the end of each interview. I believe 
this was due to me being a representative of the KuopioES and that I had done research on the 
topic of the discussion, social situation and the biography of the interviewees.    
It is important to understand that in addition to being open, unstructured interviews, the 
interviews I conducted were also narrative interviews. As my goals have been understanding 
and describing the startup innovation community’s functions. Unstructured narrative 
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interviewing provided the tools to access the temporal, social and meaning structures of the 
community and its history. 
By defining narrative interviews I will further elaborate the nature of the interviews I 
conducted. According to Brinkmann (2009, 153-155) narrative interviews center on the 
stories the subjects tell, on the plots and structures of their accounts. Stories from the 
interviewees may be acquired spontaneously in the interviews or requested by the interviewer. 
Interviews defined as narratives highlight the temporal, the social, and the meaning structures 
of the interview. In our everyday life and conversations, solutions to different problems 
appear to have features of narratives, or stories. In research literature this has been a 
supporting argument for the view that narratives are a natural cognitive and linguistic form, 
which humans use to organize and express meaning and knowledge. When conducting 
narrative interviews the interviewer can request the interviewee for stories, and the 
interviewer may even attempt to structure the events into a cohesive story with the 
interviewee. The interview may be introduced with a question along the lines of: “Can you 
tell me the story of what happened at the (insert certain event)” or “Can you tell me how you 
arrived at (insert location) and what happened during your stay there?” (Brinkmann 2009, 
153–155)  
My introductive questions in the interview were: “Please tell me how the community 
functioned in the beginning?”, “Please tell me how the community functions today?” and 
“Please tell me how you see that the community will function in the future?” The questions 
feature both the open-endedness of unstructured interviewing that aims towards 
understanding, but also the narrative aspect is present via the temporal words beginning, 
today and future, in addition to the explicit request for a story through “tell me”, which led to 
various stories of the community’s communal history. 
After requesting the story, my role as the narrative interviewer was to remain as an attentive 
listener, but abstain from interrupting, maybe occasionally asking a question for clarity, and at 
the same time assisting the interviewee in continuing to tell the story. With attentive 
questioning, nodding and keeping silence I became what could be called a co-producer of the 
narrative. Fontana and Prokos (2007, 85) have written that due this interactive nature of the 
narrative interview it should be considered a practical production, where understanding is 
reached at the intersection of the interaction between the interviewer and the respondent. 
Familiarity with narrative structures will help the interviewer in unfolding temporal 
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sequences, focusing on who the hero in the story is, and who are the antagonists and who are 
the hero’s helpers. Finally the interviewer will understand the main plot of the story, the 
possible sub-plots and even the elements of tension, conflict and resolution. (Brinkmann 
2009, 153–155)  A narrative interview can have multiple purposes; however my research is 
concerned with the oral history interview, where the topic reaches beyond the individual’s 
history to explain a communal history (Brinkmann 2009, 155). Meaning my interviewees 
became informants, who recorded the oral history of their community. (Brinkmann 2009, 
153–155)  
Conducting the interviews as unstructured narrative interviews helped me in collecting 
empirical material that was shapeable into the rich descriptive story of the community 
represented later in this master’s thesis.  
The final point I want to make about interviews is put forth by Stake (1995, 66-67) that a 
distinction between observations and interviewing is that; what is observed is not necessarily 
controlled by the researcher, contrary to interviewing where what is covered is influenced by 
the interviewer. This puts a lot of responsibility on the interviewer not to steer the interview 
towards topics close to his interests or objectives. Therefore observation should be the 
preferred option, but this option is limited by time and other resources not always available, 
making interviews from time to time a good option. In my research I have met precisely this 
resource challenge, which is the main reason why I have concluded interviews and used the 
findings from smaller empirical material gathered through observation and document review 
to supplement the interview material in constructing the narrative description. 
Document review 
As the second data collection method for the research I have used the document review. The 
document material for my research consists of articles, internet-articles, marketing material 
and other documents that cover AaltoES’ birth and operations. Majority of the document 
material was accessed through AaltoES’, Startup Sauna’s and their event’s websites. I also 
received some documents by email from the interviewees that are part of Startup Sauna’s 
staff. The retrieved documents provided historical and current data on events, activities, dates 
and statistics for the narrative description. Meaning I used the documents to augment the 
empirical data acquired through interviews. Stake (1995, 68) has written that using documents 
can serve as replacement data for events that the case study researcher could not observe. This 
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is the purpose why I used document review as data gathering method. The aim was the same 
as in interviewing subjects. Reviewing the documents did not in essence differ from observing 
or interviewing. As suggested by Stake (1995, 68) I oriented towards the method with the 
same mindset; of being organized mentally and practically and being open for new 
possibilities in describing the case. According to Stake (1995, 68) analyzing a document for 
frequencies or contingencies, can take time and many times the researcher will observe the 
document review process to proceed differently as planned. However a cleanly-planned 
document review will prepare the researcher for that event. As the empirical material 
provided by the interviews was considerably wide I did not analyze documents themselves for 
frequencies or contingencies. Therefore I did not prepare a document review plan. As stated 
the documents were merely used to provide more details into the narrative description to add 
more weight to the events through statistics, to confirm dates, and to enhance variation in the 
story for events and activities. 
Observation 
The goal for observation in this study was to produce detailed notes that described the events 
and functions I witnessed at the Startup Sauna co-working space. Much like the documents 
mentioned in the above subchapter the descriptive notes were used to augment the rich 
narrative description of the community’s phases and functions. According to Stake (1995, 60-
62) through observation such as this the researcher can acquire greater understanding about 
the case. Observation should be planned and this plan should be directed by the issues under 
examination. I had planned my observation to concentrate on the events and activities at the 
Startup Sauna co-working space, and to describe those in as much detail as possible. I wanted 
to concentrate on the activities and functions as I as the researcher was limited by the fact that 
I could not try to answer all possible issues during the investigation. The research can only 
investigate a few aspects; wisely selecting the issue questions forwards the researcher to focus 
on the right aspects that enhance our in-depth knowledge of the case (Stake 1995, 60–62). It 
must be mentioned that the observation data gathered was quite limited due to time 
constrictions. The data consists of just a few observed events, but I feel that they contribute to 
the narrative description by providing a few chances for the reader to learn about the events 
from the perspective of being inside the community’s activities. 
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Usually all the qualitative data acquired through observation would be aggregated or sorted to 
find meanings. The data can be captured as narrative accounts and it should be coded to make 
interpretations or aggregations from it. However my approach was a little different. I did write 
the accounts about the activities describing all its aspects in rich detail, all the while 
concentrating on issues that are relevant to the research questions, as recommended by Stake 
(1995, 60-62). Meaning I was creating data that is a narrative description of the events that I 
logged from the functions I observed. However I did not aggregate or sort through these 
descriptions for meanings, as I used them to add depth to the narrative description, much like 
the documents mentioned in the last subchapter. To identify the meaningful aspects for the 
narrative description from the observation notes can be a challenge for the researcher (Stake 
1995, 60-62), but I think I may have been in a better position to observe the aspects as I am 
involved in a similar kind of community as AaltoES’ startup innovation community. On the 
other hand I needed to remember, that I could not let my intrinsic enthusiasm towards the 
subject modify my observations. 
Due to time resource limitations observation was not the main data collection method in my 
research, but I used it to supplement the empirical material collected through interviews and 
document review. I have accomplished to do a few observations by attending AaltoES’ and 
Startup Sauna’s events and daily operations during the research. In the interpretation of the 
notes I use direct interpretation, which is typical for case study research. I have also taken into 
account the ethical perspective of observation, and therefore secured permissions for 
observing and attending the events.   
The empirical material was collected with the aforementioned methods during the summer of 
2013. Non-disclosure actions were not required as the startup innovation community is built 
on openness and collaboration. The master’s thesis cannot be a secret document.  
During the research I had to remember that one should not make conclusions at a too early 
phase of the research, especially not in the data collection phase, as intensive case study 
research is a continuous dialogue between theoretical concepts and empirical material. The 
researcher has a great opportunity to specify his research questions at the same time as 
causation within the case clarifies. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 121) Meaning I moved 
towards more in-depth interpretations only in the analysis phase.     
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3.4. Direct interpretation, categorical aggregation and Critical Incident 
Technique 
In this subchapter I explain the analysis methods used in the analyzing of the rich detailed 
narrative description. The methods I have utilized are direct interpretation, categorical 
aggregation and the critical incident technique. The former two have been covered by Stake 
(1995, 74-77), who has written that they are strategies to reach new understanding and 
meanings during the case material analysis phase. The researcher uses direct interpretation of 
the case and aggregation of instances, which means combining instances, events, or 
happenings until the researcher can come to a conclusion about them as a class. Aggregation 
of instances can be understood as sort of categorization or coding. Direct interpretation means 
literally that I have investigated the empirical material without coding it. This is a more 
intuitive analysis and required that I understood the big picture, were well-read into the 
subject. I do think I have understood the case from a wider perspective and was well read into 
the subject of entrepreneurship societies and innovation communities through my 
involvement in KuopioES and through my innovation management studies.  Stake (1995, 74-
77) adds that ultimately the analysis can be written into a story (description) without 
aggregating the material with themes, classes, factors or in other ways. In the current master’s 
thesis I followed this course of action by creating a narrative base word-document, which 
main themes I chose by directly interpreting the interview transcripts. I will discuss the 
narrative base in more detail later in this subchapter.  Further into the analysis I used 
aggregation to analyze the created description. I coded the description with a system I 
produced from the conceptual apparatus represented in chapter 2. The system had codes for 
contextual aspects I wanted to categorize from the empirical material. The codes were: 
members, organizational structure, objectives, activities, advantages, challenges, benefits, 
stages of entrepreneurship knowledge and measures of success. I believe this coding system is 
defined in detail so that it is systematical and exact, as suggested by Eriksson and Koistinen 
(2005, 31). With the system I managed to code the whole description to find out intricate 
aspects of the case relating to the nine categories, and reveal the critical phases of the 
community. 
Stake (1995, 74-77) writes that it is usual for case study research to rely heavily on both of 
these methods. Intensive case study involves the researcher with sequencing action, 
categorizing properties and combining instances with his intuition towards aggregation. Thus 
my primary goal in analysis was to understand the case, which meant an emphasis on direct 
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interpretation, even though aggregating categorical data and searching for different issues and 
complex relationships helped me.  
The previous precondition for intensive case study naturally brings the discussion to the role 
of the researcher. As was already mentioned afore, in conducting intensive case study my role 
as the researcher is more that of an interpreter than of an analyzer.  
The analysis phase especially was a considerable challenge during my research as I was 
conducting my first case study research. Because of this I had to deliberately consider when I 
could make direct interpretations and when I could better work with aggregation, which 
conclusions are more easily justified in a written work. Due to these reasons I first created a 
complete case narrative consisting of the collected research interviews, observations and 
documents, to use as a base of analysis. I did not make any direct interpretations or thematic 
categorization during the collection of the empirical data. The objective of the constructed 
narrative is to express how the startup innovation community functions and to identify the 
critical phases of AaltoES’ startup innovation community. 
In the creation of the narrative and identifying of the critical phases I utilized Flanagan’s 
technique of critical moments. According to Flanagan (1954, 327) the aim of Critical Incident 
Technique (CIT) is to collect information about actions (functions) in specific situations. The 
technique comprises of methods that can be used to collect observations of events that are 
especially influential in a specific way, and fulfill systematically defined criteria. A critical 
moment is an event, that has a distinct meaning to the observer and consequences of the event 
are clear, lest no doubt about the events effects can be made. Flanagan used the method in 
investigating experiences of airplane pilots involved in World War II. Later the method has 
been also used in business research. For example Havila & Salmi (2012, 105) used the 
method in examining spread of change in business networks after corporate mergers. 
In my research I will use the term “critical phase” instead of “critical incident” as it better 
describes the development of an organization, which critical phases can have been longer 
processes. I have identified the critical phases, by utilizing the above defined coding system to 
the description to find out what objectives and functions defined each phase, that have been 
important for the startup innovation community in accordance with observation, interview and 
document material. Utilizing critical phases will transform the rich description in to an easily 
approachable narrative, from which the most significant findings of the research can be found 
through the critical phases. After constructing the narrative the empirical material was easier 
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to be analyzed in-depth for themes and for phases. Using critical phases also elevates the 
research’s utilization as internalizing the results does not require internalizing the whole 
research.  
My method for collecting the critical incidents has been to collect narrative unstructured 
interviews from the interviewees, who thus had the opportunity to tell the story of their 
community as they experienced it. This method resembles that of used in service research that 
Bianchi and Drennan (2012, 100) discuss. In service research the approach has been to ask the 
respondents to tell a story about an experience they had.  The narrative provides rich data, 
where the respondents have had the opportunity to determine which incidents have been the 
most relevant to them considering the phenomenon under investigation. (Bianchi & Drennan 
2012, 100)  
In its entirety deployment of the CIT consisted of five steps during the research. Belkora, 
O’Donnell and Stupar (2011, 446) have summarized the steps as follows. Step 1: Determining 
the general aim of the activity, the researcher should invent a simple statement about the 
general aim of the actions being studied. (Belkora et al. 2011, 446) Considering this master’s 
thesis the general aim was “to find out how startup innovation communities function”. Step 
two was developing plans for collecting factual incidents. Clear and specific rules have to be 
made for collecting data. In my research the planning phase consisted of developing interview 
and observation plans. I have explained earlier which kind of rules I followed during the 
interview and observation process. Belkoran et al. (2011, 446) note that Flanagan defined 
critical incidents as “outstandingly effective or ineffective with respect to attaining the general 
aims of the activity.” The critical incidents can be acquired with various methods, for example 
through program records, ethnographic observations, surveys, and interviews. As I have 
professed I utilized interviews, observation and various documents. Third step in the CIT 
process was collecting the data (Belkora et. al, 2011, 446). In this phase the aim was to 
collect specific examples of critical incidents. (Belkora et al. 2011, 446) As I have earlier 
stated most of my empirical material was collected by interviews, which was then augmented 
with written documents and blog posts from the community, when constructing the narrative. 
In the interviews I did not however specifically request for critical incidents, but let the 
interviewees freely tell the stories of their community. Because of this I would call my use of 
CIT an adapted CIT approach. 
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After data collection I arrived to step four: analyzing the data. According to Belkora et al. 
(2011, 446) the goal is to summarize the data in a useful manner. Meaning that a frame of 
reference needed to be chosen, and inductive categorizing of the incidents was to be 
conducted and at the same time determine how specific the categories should be. (Belkora et 
al. 2011, 446–447)  In step four I proceeded to transcribe the interviews I had conducted in 
June 2013 at the Startup Sauna co-working space. After I had completed the transcription I 
begun directly interpreting the transcripts by issues the interviewees discussed with me. I 
called the word document created through interpretation a narrative base. The interpretation 
led to 18 themes represented in the narrative base: background and history, operations of 
AaltoES, relationships between AaltoES, Startup Sauna and the Aalto University, 
community’s first and second accelerator program, describing the startup sauna and startup 
life –programs, cornerstones of the foundation, funding, acquiring local contacts, acquiring 
international contacts, effects of the co-working space on the community, community’s 
objectives, keys to cultural change, inspiring students, learning from startups, and finally the 
future of the community, AaltoES and the Startup Sauna –foundation. I considered that any of 
the functions or incidents under these themes could offer valuable insight into how a startup 
innovation community functions. The narrative base formed by these thematic issues drawn 
from the transcripts functioned as majority of the material I used for constructing the 
narrative. I also augmented the narrative with empirical material acquired from AaltoES year 
and team books, from blog posts and web-pages related to the activities of AaltoES and 
Startup Sauna.  
The final fifth step in my CIT process was: interpreting and reporting the requirements of the 
activity. Belkora et al. (2011, 447) write that a major challenge in interpreting and reporting 
the results is identifying and taking into consideration any biases or limitations that might 
have been introduced during the former four steps. Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson and 
Maglio have introduced nine (9) credibility criteria for CIT in their article Fifty years of the 
critical incident technique: 1954-2004 and beyond. Due to using an adapted CIT approach 
several of the criteria could not be applied to this study. Also the scope of a master’s thesis 
research is too limited to conduct as thorough credibility checks as suggested by Butterfield et 
al. In this master’s thesis I have mainly been able to examine the presence or absence of 
theoretical and descriptive validity. Considering the adapted approach and scope of the 
research I believe this has been adequate to observe the credibility of my research.  
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After I had constructed the narrative represented in chapter four I interpreted the narrative and 
found certain distinct critical phases that defined the story of the startup innovation 
community. I first named these the time of challenge, time of action, time of organizing and 
time of change. However I was not satisfied with the naming as they did not answer my 
research question: How does a startup innovation community function? I began a new round 
of interpretation seeking to find a common nominator for the events described in each phase 
of the narrative by asking the question “To what activities are the events related to?” After 
this round of interpretation I developed a second rough set of names for the critical phases: 
Action (the startup) – building the team / community, experimental organizing – prototyping, 
change – development, and future plans & growth scaling. However only after the third round 
of analysis with the help of the codes offered by the conceptual apparatus I was able to 
identify the phases represented in chapter 4. 
3.5. Ethical Issues 
Considering the ethics of case study research the first observation should be that almost every 
time the data is gathered on someone's or some organizations "home ground" (Stake 1995, 
57–60). Therefore the observational approach (or any other CSR data gathering method) 
obviously put me the researcher in a position where an invasion of personal or organizations 
privacy came to question. Hence I needed to acquire permissions for all research activities; at 
least I had to ask if specific permissions were required. Stake (1995, 57-60) says that basically 
one is intruding on the subjects lives, depending on subject's view of the research. To ease 
possible conflicts it is a good idea to get introduced to the people, spaces, schedules and the 
aspects of the case right in the beginning. However it would be wise to do this quietly, so that 
unwanted attention, which could risk the research, towards the researcher is evaded. The 
optimum situation is that the research does not change anything in way things are handled and 
that when the researcher leaves he has not made anyone's daily routines more difficult. (Stake 
1995, 57–60) While conducting my research I was not introduced to other people than the 
interviewees, the space was familiar to me, but I was not familiar to the people using it, I had 
access to their schedule through my informant Natalie Gaudet. I had familiarized myself with 
other aspects of the community by following its news feeds etc. before arriving on the scene. I 
do believe I did not draw any unwanted attention towards myself, as no daily activities were 
changed because of my short visit in the community. 
From the beginning I had to realize that qualitative research will always include ethical issues, 
especially in interview research where the interest lies in researching private views and 
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placing those views under public inspection. Ethical issues have to be investigated throughout 
the whole research process, as ethical concerns are included in all of the research phases. 
According to Brinkmann (2009, 62-63) there are seven research stages where issues will most 
likely arise, thematizing, designing, interview situation, transcription, analysis, verification 
and reporting. In thematizing the research the first ethical challenge for me was to find a 
purpose for the interview study, a purpose that went beyond scientific value of the knowledge 
sought something that could also be considered an improvement to the human situation 
investigated. I have stated that the purpose of my research is to offer understanding for all 
parties interested in startup innovation communities, so that their value could be seen and 
learning on how these communities function could occur through the experiences of the 
AaltoES’- startup innovation community. The second phase was the designing phase, where 
the main ethical concern I faced was obtaining the subjects informed consent to participate in 
the research, acquiring confidentiality and also considering the consequences, my research 
might have on its participants. Also Fontana and Prokos (2007, 77) mention the same three 
specific aspects, informed consent, right to privacy and protection from harm. The authors 
explain that no researcher would dismiss these three traditional ethical concerns. As the 
objects of inquiry are humans, extreme care should be exercised to avoid any harm to them.   
As the researcher I had to understand the concept of informed consent, which is understood as 
informing the research participants about the purpose of the research and its main design 
features. Also included can be any possible risks and benefits from participating in the 
project. Further it also involves the acquisition of the voluntary participation of the 
participants. (Brinkmann 2009, 70-72) As the researcher I should also offer the participants 
the chance to withdraw from the research at any time. In my research process most of the 
criteria for informed consent were met. I informed all the interviewees’ about the purpose of 
the research, and after that acquired their voluntary participation. No situation required me to 
refer to the possibility of withdrawing from the study. However I have to mention that while I 
was conducting the observations inside the community premises, I had not personally 
informed all of the people present, but I had requested permission from my informant to do 
the observations. Therefore some empirical material was acquired without the informed 
consent of a few individuals, however my observations were not targeted to specific 
individuals and none of the information I gathered by observing could be considered 
confidential or endangering. Confidentiality implies that private data that could identify the 
participants will not be disclosed (Brinkmann 2009, 72). However in my research this is not 
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required and all the interviewees’ gave their consent to release their names, as they did not 
consider telling the story and describing the functions of their community, as anything that 
could lead undesirable consequences.  
I also had to reflect on the consequences of a qualitative study as this. Brinkmann (2009, 70-
79) has said that consequences need to be addressed with respect to possible harm to the 
participants as well as to the benefits expected from their participation in study. In practice the 
potential benefits to a participant and the importance of the understanding that could be 
gained, should outweigh the risk of harm to the participant and therefore justify the decision 
to conduct the research. The researcher should reflect on the possible consequences on the 
participants and on the larger group they are a part of. My research certainly has not led to a 
risk of harm to the participants, and thus the understanding gained in this research greatly 
outweighs the risks. I also understand that as a researcher my integrity is critical to the quality 
of ethical decisions in during the qualitative inquiry. Brinkmann (2009, 79) notes conducting 
a morally responsible research includes abstract ethical knowledge and cognitive choices, in 
addition to the moral integrity of the researcher, which itself are a composition of his or her 
commitment to moral issues. Personally I hold a high moral standard and therefore have 
considered every ethical choice in this research as carefully as I could. (Brinkmann 2009, 70–
79)  
Third stage was the interview situation itself. I needed to understand that the interview event 
may induce stress and changes in self-understanding to the participants (Brinkmann 2009, 
63). During the interviews I did not observe the participants becoming under much stress, but 
I did witness one occasion where understanding of events did evolve for one participant. It 
was however a positive evolution, which lead to a clearer view of the community’s goals. 
Fourth stage was the transcription, which has to protect the anonymity of the interviewees if 
they so desire, also the researcher has to be loyal to the interviewees’ statements, and cannot 
expose any confidential knowledge (Brinkmann 2009, 63). In conducting the interviews I 
always asked if the interviewees’ wanted to stay anonymous in the final thesis, none of the 
interviewees saw a need for it.  
Moving on to the analysis, in the fifth stage I had to consider how deeply the interviews can 
be analyzed, and if I should let the subjects to comment on the interpretations made from their 
statements (Brinkmann 2009, 62–63). In my analysis I have not conducted deep interpretation 
of the interviewees’ statements. I have merely constructed a rich detailed description, a story, 
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from their accounts and with the help of observation notes and document review. It is this 
story that I have then analyzed and not the interviews themselves. Therefore the interviewees’ 
have not been consulted in shaping the story.  
The last two stages according to Brinkmann (2009, 63) are the verification and reporting. In 
the verification stage I carried the ethical responsibility to report knowledge that is as secured 
and verified as possible. In reporting I was reminded by the confidentiality as I wrote private 
views available to public observation. The views represented in my research might have 
consequences to the interviewees’ community. While carrying out my research I offered an 
opportunity to the interviewees’ to bring forth the history of their community and its 
functions, and I have no reason to believe that they would have lied to me, as I have cross-
referenced many of the discussed events through internet documents such as blogs and news 
services. In relation to ethical issues in reporting, the complete interviews will remain 
confidential. This research will only expose what I have taken from those interviews and 
included them into the story. That is not to say that secrets have been left in the dark, merely 
it means that some personal opinions did not need to be included in telling of the story. In my 
honest opinion I have reported a true account of how the community developed and functions 
currently and how it aims to function in the future. I do not believe any information in this 
research could have undesirable consequences for the AaltoES startup innovation community. 
Hopefully it will only have desirable consequences by telling their story and working as an 
inspiration to all who are interested in creating and developing startup innovation 
communities. 
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4 EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
In this chapter I present the narrative of the startup innovation community that I constructed 
from the empirical material I collected with interviews, observation and document review. 
The narrative has been divided into five subchapters of which the first one is an introduction 
of environmental and societal factors, and the four are to be considered the critical phases of 
the AaltoES’ startup innovation community. Each phase describes the functions the 
community undertook and built during that specific time. At the end of each critical phase I 
present my analysis of the phase, and the resulting findings on the functions that were 
discovered through utilizing the coding system to the phase. At the end of the chapter I 
present a summary of the results from each phase.  
4.1. Introduction – The Challenge 
In the past decades startup entrepreneurship and the startup ecosystem in Finland has faced 
major challenges, at least according to Kristo Ovaska, the founding president of Aalto 
Entrepreneurship Society (AaltoES). During the 1990’s Finland suffered a depression, which 
has had no comparison before the current financial crisis. The depression of 1990’s lead to 
entrepreneurship being smothered and entrepreneurs were almost regarded as criminals, many 
were sentenced to debt-captivity in Finland. However at the end of the decade Finland 
experienced huge startup hype. Investors and startups “overdosed” and suddenly in 2001 they 
faced the burst of the technology industry bubble. Before it though, the ecosystem had 
reached a point where the entrepreneur was not considered a criminal and most of them were 
not in debt anymore.  Now the entrepreneurs were again in the same situation as in the 
beginning of the decade. Many received a slap on their fingers, startups were again considered 
virtually felons and close to another ten years had to pass, until anyone had the courage to 
honestly talk about what had happened. Finally between 2005 and 2010 the Finnish public 
sector and innovation ecosystem was slowly waking up to the fact that startups are important 
for economic growth. Much the awakening was due to a new technology boom abroad. After 
the dotcom-boom, global large technology firms and startups in Europe and around the world 
were recognized to be flourishing and abroad it was once again cool to build startups. 
Technology and the related companies like Facebook, Google, Instagram etc., were now 
becoming more mainstream. This trend would catch Finland much later due to Nokia’s 
success, which had provided much of the economic growth for Finland. 
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By 2009 the awakening to the global startup and innovation trend led to the formation of 
Aalto University and an atmosphere for change was brewing. Aalto University was formed to 
concentrate on innovation. Not necessarily understanding the merit of startups but with an 
emphasis on the realization that economic growth will follow with new innovations. In 
addition Nokia and other large corporations had started to falter and students begun to realize 
that they might not be able to work for the large corporations for the rest of their life after 
graduation. On this background the startup innovation community of AaltoES and later its 
programs derived their reason for existence. It is also the reason why the community was 
possible to be created in the first place, why it was worthwhile to do, and with record speed 
growth. But nothing happens by itself, creating and changing an ecosystem requires 
individuals who are ready to do the work.  The founders of AaltoES were that kind of 
individuals.  
4.2. Critical phase 1 – Found, Find & Fix 
It all began in the fall of 2008 with a group of economics students going on a self-organized 
trip to the East Coast of United States of America. However Andrew Heiniluoma, Kristo 
Ovaska and Krista Kauppinen (Aino, 2009) had an additional mission to complete on the 
same trip. They were sent to benchmark the top universities in the region for example MIT, 
Harvard and Babson. At the time Andrew was working for Peter Kelly, a professor at the 
Helsinki School of Creative Entrepreneurship. It had been sum of many coincidences that 
Professor Kelly had financed their benchmarking trip. He wanted the three to research how 
the top universities encouraged entrepreneurship through student-action. On location the three 
were awestruck by the student activity in these universities, where large amounts of students 
were aspiring to be entrepreneurs and building their own companies during their studies. After 
the trip the three students wrote a report about their findings but they were also strongly 
encouraged by Bengt Holmström, a professor at MIT and later a board member of Aalto 
University, to actually do something about entrepreneurship and startups in Finland and 
among students.  So the idea begun slowly evolving for Ovaska to gather more people around 
the idea of an Entrepreneurship Society (ES) as he was interested to build startups and to 
become an entrepreneur himself. In December 2008 Ovaska created the Aalto 
Entrepreneurship Society (AaltoES) Facebook group and in just a few days it gathered 
hundreds of members. Shortly after Krista Kauppinen guided the new community to the 
Design Factory (DF), which was probably considered most entrepreneurial department at the 
whole Helsinki University of Technology at the time, and therefore would have an effect on 
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the development of the ES community in its early stages. At the DF AaltoES held its first 
meetings, with free pizza and beer. At one of the first events the team was maybe expecting 
twenty people, but instead they were surprised to receive at least fifty people to their meeting. 
Instantly the first famous quote “We need to get more pizza!” was born. The community still 
serves free food and drinks at its events. The community considers the tradition important as 
the events are made for networking, where the whole purpose is to talk to people, and some 
Finnish people would need a little bit of lubrication. Today the community has a barbeque 
every Wednesday and also a breakfast once a week during winter time to facilitate constant 
networking. 
“...Alchohol is important for events…like beer and pizza, that’s how we started; 
it’s like the foundation of this.” – Natalie Gaudet 
At their first meetings the community pondered on their own needs and quickly realized they 
don’t have a place where to meet other entrepreneurs, people who would like to be 
entrepreneurs, to build teams, to spar their ideas and no place to meet with experienced serial 
entrepreneurs, who could help their young colleagues. Another problem they identified was 
that there was no interface between Finland and Boston’s startup hub, or with Silicon Valley, 
Israel, or China, to anywhere in fact. The community had to take action to fix these 
deficiencies in the ecosystem. Therefore they began building events, creating contacts, 
traveling and taking the community members abroad. Suddenly the whole phenomena had 
exploded and grew with a record speed. At the end of 2009, the community had 5000 
members, they had held over one hundred events without financing, they had international 
partners and AaltoES had begun preparing their first accelerator program, called Bootcamp. 
On top of this all they had acquired their own space in an unused industrial hall next to the 
Design Factory. But the first year had come with a price, with little to no funding; the 
founders had spent their own money in arranging the activities, flying with the cheapest 
airline tickets, staying at the cheapest hostels, sometimes living on free food from different 
kind of events. It could have been a true example of a startup experimenting, quickly and 
cheaply, but instead this time it was a startup community that was doing the bootstrapping. If 
this isn’t commitment to the project, as is usual in innovation communities and in startup 
communities then what is?  
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Basic operations 
In the end of 2009, the community had become a registered association and some basic 
operations had formed. Aalto Entrepreneurship Society had become the student association 
for all students interested in entrepreneurship. The community was and is still run by a board, 
which has a chairman, individuals responsible for communications, events and technology, 
and in later years the board would be augmented with individuals responsible for different 
programs run under AaltoES and the Startup Sauna. The board’s main responsibility is to 
keep AaltoES in the public discussion and media, and that the community functions and 
attracts new members. The board also develops events, but most of the time producing an 
event involves a varying amount of AaltoES –actives, individuals who want to help with 
producing events, or with anything else. The actives may be completely new members of the 
community or old board members. Sometimes the actives present their own ideas and 
suggestions for events and many times the idea becomes a reality. Offering freedom of action 
to the members of the community encourages risk taking, which certainly helps in creating an 
entrepreneurial culture. Therefore most events or other community features are produced as 
team projects that usually include a responsible board member and a team of voluntary 
AaltoES-actives. The projects are distributed to the teams in AaltoES open meetings that, as 
the name implies, are open to everybody, meaning all enthusiastic people can get involved in 
helping the community. This is a prime example of an innovative community that involves all 
levels of the organization. Most importantly it is an example of teamwork and collaboration 
that demonstrates the community’s innovative capacity. Size of the teams varies from a few 
persons to dozens of people, in relation to the size of the event. The board itself is mandated 
to change every year, as nobody is allowed to do two consequent terms. This is done to 
prevent the operations becoming static. A new board is considered to bring in new thinking; 
they might repeat some old mistakes but probably something new will also come out of the 
switch.  
When I asked how the community attracted the actives and how they inspired them I got 
multiple answers. The first thing mentioned was that inspiration will come through the 
cultural change, so that everybody can be part of building the system, the community, which 
includes students, startups, early stage startups, and later stage successful startups, companies 
and coaches. The change begins with bringing them to events, where they can meet, discuss 
their issues, and maybe even find investors or recruits. The work is in facilitating the 
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interaction and how to maximize learning. The events are very important in relation to 
inspiration and interaction. In the beginning the community just contacted their friends to 
create the core for the community. Much of the success on attracting the students falls also on 
pure luck, right time, right place they said. Just having a nice building and a great team, won’t 
guarantee a flow of people. It can be very intimidating for anyone to walk into a new 
unknown community. That is why networking was so important in the beginning. It really 
seems like the community wanted to introduce an open culture where all are invited to 
participate, if they did this knowingly or unknowingly, we cannot know.  
Currently the community sees that distributing the right tasks and projects to the right people 
is another important thing in inspiring and attracting actives. Meaning the challenge level of 
the task, needs to match with the individual’s level of competence. When tasks are distributed 
to those who can learn from them, or they get something else out of the task, they will stay 
inspired by the work they do for the community. Lastly the community of course ensures that 
they continue to have fun working, and deal with issues that are interesting and attractive to 
their audience. Keeping up the good spirit, and offering interesting content, are the things 
people were attracted to in the first place, all the while offering opportunities for learning. 
In short the beginning of the community could be described as a phase with focus on founding 
the community, finding the needs and problems, and then committing to fixing them. 
According to Ovaska the community did not have a plan or set goals, they were just 
concentrating on their own needs and making things happen, to bringing people together, to 
helping each other and other entrepreneurs get ahead primarily with various kinds of events. 
The community was experimenting and prototyping one could say. They however begun to 
have an idea what the goals were and in retrospect they have been able to identify the 
important strategic choices and operations that made the exploding growth and the huge 
impact on the entrepreneurial culture ecosystem possible. Ovaska called them corner stones, 
and there were three of them; born global, node-people / mentors, and social media. 
Born global 
The idea for the community was born global, from the benchmarking trip that took the team 
to Boston and the top U.S-universities. Very early the team was able to create deep 
relationships to Silicon Valley, and in later years to Russia, Sweden and China, which meant 
that, they were doing business with the best. They were creating the movement with the 
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world’s best and doing it internationally. The community conducted all of its operations in 
English, which also attracted a lot of Russians, Indians and Chinese, who Ovaska considered 
to be a lot more entrepreneurial than Finns on average. In addition the community was 
completely open to anyone and towards anything, everyone was welcome and there was no 
hierarchy, no decision processes, only the focus to get things done, like it is supposed to be in 
a startup. According to Ovaska it was totally chaotic but highly necessary, which is a good 
demonstration of belief and respect towards the new organization’s innovative identity.  
“It was totally chaotic and I think it was completely necessary.”– Kristo Ovaska, 
translation: Eeppi Nieminen 
Node people & mentors 
Secondly in the beginning the community quickly gathered “node”-people, who knew 
everybody, had influence in their own circles, and were involved in student associations and 
other entities. The node-people knew the university’s marketing channels and email-lists so 
that the new community could get its messages through and quickly grow the critical mass 
and get people to its events.  
The community also quickly acquired mentors outside their university to strengthen the 
community’s international image. Reaching the people was much due to Ovaska’s networking 
skills. He would later on gather the coaches and the advisory board for the community. They 
were successful in creating relationships with the best Finnish international serial 
entrepreneurs like Mårten Mickos, Jussi Harvela and several others, the mentors were 
experienced and had founded high growth technology startups abroad. The community had a 
hard line on mentors, they would only accept mentors of the above caliber to help, but they 
brought these individuals very close to the community. Ovaska even went on to say that the 
whole movement would have been destroyed, without being strict about the quality of 
coaches.  
Social media 
Lastly the community, according to its own words, was one of the first really active users of 
Facebook and Twitter, during the time when social media in general was becoming common 
in Finland and abroad. They utilized the social media platforms well, the Facebook group 
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being their community in practice during the first year. It was just the right time to use social 
media as it seemed to be going more main stream, which also got people more interested on 
technology and in startup companies like Facebook and Instagram etc. Combining this with 
the know-how of the node-people the community demonstrated ability to be effective in their 
communications. 
Through leveraging the three strategic decisions the community was able to establish itself 
during the first year. Becoming an organized association marks the community’s move 
towards a more organized phase of operations, which I will describe in the second phase.  
Analysis of critical phase 1 
By comparing the information in critical phase one to the conceptual apparatus presented in 
the second chapter we can begin to define how the startup innovation community of AaltoES 
functions. In the analysis subchapters after each critical phase I analyze each phase for the 
nine categories presented in the apparatus.  
The apparatus suggests that the members of an entrepreneurship society are graduate students, 
postdoctoral trainees, entrepreneurs, advisors, mentors, universities, government, service 
providers and large companies. Analysis of the first phase confirms three of the eight 
suggested types of members. However postdoctoral trainees were not mentioned. The 
community speaks of AaltoES –actives and node-people therefore differentiating the more 
active members from the other regulars. In addition the community seems to also include 
startups (of any stage), other companies, their coaches, and investors as members of the 
community. Thus widening the member-base suggested in the earlier conceptual work. 
In the apparatus the organizational structure of an entrepreneurship society is defined as 
student board. In AaltoES the first level of organization was their Facebook group, apart from 
that no structure existed until AaltoES became a registered association in the end of 2009. At 
that point the community’s main responsibilities switched to the first student board of the 
association. However still most events were produced as team projects and tasks are delegated 
in open meetings, which were open to anyone and anything, keeping the hierarchy of the 
organizational structure low. In addition to the student board the community quickly acquired 
an advisory board, which also is an addition to the organizational structure presented by the 
conceptual apparatus. 
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Looking at the objectives of AaltoES in their first phase they all seemed to aim towards one 
larger goal of fixing the deficiencies in the ecosystem. Thus they concentrated on making 
things happen, offer networking opportunities by bringing people together and helped each 
other. In literature an entrepreneurship society’s objectives have not earlier addressed 
complete ecosystem deficiencies, however AaltoES also was concentrating on the objectives 
discussed in literature; educating, inspiring and encouraging entrepreneurial interest, and 
developing enterprising skills for future venture creation. The various kinds of events in the 
first phase featured many types: networking through open meetings, barbeques, breakfasts; 
team building, idea sparring, trips abroad, and the preparation of their first accelerator 
program. Comparing to the apparatus’ activities, several of these are not mentioned in it, but 
also competitions, foundations, accelerator programs and seminars that are mentioned were 
missing from the community’s palette. 
In the first phase AaltoES leveraged several advantages. As was possible to anticipate from 
the apparatus the community was able to engage students through listening to their needs, 
which led to the students becoming actives who started to give their own suggestions for 
events. Thus they also were able to provide students with freedom of action not available 
from the institutions. Second advantage, also predicted by the conceptual apparatus was the 
community’s position to cultivate relationships so that they could utilize the existing student 
associations and other entities in their marketing campaigns. Outside the university they 
quickly created contacts to mentors on an international scale. Through analysis there was no 
indication of external economies of scale as in the apparatus. Two other advantages the 
community had were not predicted by the conceptual apparatus, first were that the community 
was born global creating deep relationships with important partners outside of Finland and 
attracted international students, second they were among the first pioneering users of social 
media in Finland.  
The two largest challenges in the first phase were acquiring capital and the huge deficiencies 
in the ecosystem. The founders and actives had to spend their own money in developing the 
community, which could be considered a small problem considering that the community had 
to start from scratch to create connections to experienced entrepreneurs and other startup 
hubs. I would consider these much more critical challenges than forming an effective 
management team, time, sustainability or academic culture as in the conceptual apparatus. In 
the apparatus time was also marked to be a challenge, however through analysis I did not find 
issues that would have indicated time allocation as a problem. No findings in the analysis 
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pinpointed control attempts, creation of artificial geographical boundaries or avoiding failed 
entities that the apparatus featured. 
However despite the challenges the community was already able to produce benefits already 
in its first phase. The members could receive free food and drinks, use a space of their own, 
had freedom of action in a new form, they were encouraged to take risks, they had the 
opportunity to be part of building a community which offered opportunities to practical 
learning and networking with experienced serial entrepreneurs. With the wide array of 
opportunities the community seemed to cater to the exploratory and intermediate stages of 
entrepreneurial knowledge. Measures of success at this point were membership growth and 
amount of events and event attendance. Therefore the community did not yet utilize measures 
such as financing and number of programs. 
Through analysis the first phase can be summarized to three words; found, find and fix. At 
first the community was founded, second the new community begun to find problems and 
needs within themselves and the ecosystem, which they thirdly acted upon to fix through 
different activities. 
4.3. Critical phase 2 – Get organized 
After a wild first year of bootstrapping, the Aalto Entrepreneurship Society received some 
funding from their allies in the Design Factory during the first half of 2010. Design Factory 
had become a very helpful entity supporting the community’s objectives, which gave some 
weight to the student’s cause. Much of the help was due to Kalevi Ekman, who believed that 
the student’s cause was good. He was considered a powerful figure, and was in charge of the 
Design Factory. At the time Kristo Ovaska was being the evangelist for their community and 
creating contacts and general buzz around it. Tuomo Kuikka was responsible for the space the 
community had acquired in the fall of 2009. The space needed a lot of renovation as it was 
empty, dirty and had nothing in it. As April and the first Bootcamp of AaltoES drew closer, 
an apparent need for getting organized was recognized. Therefore the community wanted to 
hire their first outside employee, a community and event’s organizer. The first hired staff 
member would be Natalie Gaudet. She was hired in March of 2010 and started handling the 
community’s communications and marketing, while Kristo retained his role as the passionate 
entrepreneurship evangelist and Tuomo as the builder responsible for the space. According to 
Gaudet this was quite the optimal composition for a team: an evangelist, a marketer and a 
builder. Quickly the three and rest of the community realized that they needed to shape the 
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old industrial hall into a co-working space where students and entrepreneurs can come and 
work with their ideas and ventures. The vision nicely tied with their upcoming Bootcamp-
program, therefore it became their mission to renovate the space for use with the first ever 
Bootcamp-program. The Aalto Venture Garage co-working space was born. 
The Bootcamp-program had originated from an inherent need in the community. The 
community had a lot of young entrepreneur teams, consisting of Finnish researchers and 
students, who did not know how to commercialize their products or enter markets with them. 
Obviously they required coaching. Consequently the Bootcamp-program was created to 
gather them all in and offer coaching to the teams. The program was marketed to the Aalto 
community; Gaudet, Kuikka and Ovaska were putting up posters all over the Aalto Campus, 
with the cheesy tag line “Do you have the million dollar idea? Apply to Bootcamp!” at the 
same time regular students from the community were coming in to the space, to help with the 
painting and other renovation tasks in true talkoo-spirit! 
“Do you have the million dollar idea? Apply to Bootcamp!”- AaltoES poster, 
2010 
The Bootcamp 
The first Bootcamp was set to begin in April 2010. Because the team had no experience in 
starting a company, they needed somebody who would help with planning the program before 
it could begin; they also required assistance in running the program. Therefore the team 
recruited their first head coach, Juha Ruohonen to develop and organize the program and 
design the curriculum with them, in addition to several other serial entrepreneurs from the 
VIGO accelerator program meant for startups. The serial entrepreneurs would become the 
first coaches for the community and its programs. An application process for the program was 
setup, the program was decided to be four weeks long, run four times a year and the selected 
startup teams would be supported by a head coach, six other coaches and by Kristo, Natalie 
and Tuomo. Again the community was being experimental trying to create a new co-working 
space and a new program to help in creating startups. In addition working with Juha 
Ruohonen seemed to give more validity for the community’s thoughts and plans, and through 
him they would come to acquire several new contacts.   
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Around 60 applicants registered for the first Bootcamp. Fourteen teams were selected in to the 
program from the sixty applicants. Surprisingly one of the selected teams consisted of two 
young individuals from St. Petersburg, Russia, even though the program was mainly marketed 
in the Helsinki area. The two Russians would drive every week from Russia to take part in the 
program, which the organizing team considered quite amazing. Later it could be considered as 
the first weak signal to promote the program outside of Finland. The three teams that won the 
first Bootcamp received access to top coaches in Finland, offices at the new Aalto Venture 
Garage, funding and a trip to observe Israel’s startup scene. The second Bootcamp was held 
during the last two weeks of September 2010. The program’s length was shortened to two 
weeks because after review six weeks was considered too long, a shorter timeframe would 
make the program more intensive. There also was a general feeling that not enough startups 
were finding the program and because the Russian team in the spring Bootcamp had spiked 
the team’s interest they decided to investigate possibilities in Russia and in the Baltic region, 
especially in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Thus during late in the summer of 2010 Kristo 
Ovaska and a few other community members had done a road show through the Baltic region. 
The trip had been the program’s first contact with their Baltic friends. The spirit of the road 
show was informal, the AaltoES members spent time with the local startups and startup 
systems discussing and creating relationships. Apparently for an innovative community that 
was born global it was just natural to start collaborating with the Baltic innovation system. 
After the trip the team came to the conclusion that the program should be made more 
international. Not long after these developments led to the rebranding of the program and 
Startup Sauna was born, which I will discuss in the next critical phase. However before that, it 
should be noted that the community organized another program for a different need during the 
summer 2010. 
Summer of Startups 
The original idea was to experiment with another new entrepreneurship program by 
entrepreneurial students for entrepreneurial students. The community would offer funding 
through its contacts, a place to work and coaches for the community’s members that had 
formed teams around their business ideas. AaltoES decided to call this program Summer of 
Startups, and it was meant for very early stage teams. Only requirement for application was a 
good but ambitious idea that could be executed in two months. However the teams were 
required to be committed, passionate and active but one did not need to have experience as an 
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entrepreneur to attend. The winning team would take home round trip tickets to Silicon 
Valley. As with Bootcamp, the Summer of Startups (SoS) also featured an application 
process. First time around it was such a success that the organizers decided to arrange a 
pitching contest for the twenty best applications to see the teams in person. From these teams 
the board chose ten teams in to the SoS-program. (Summer of Startups 2013, AaltoES 2013b, 
AaltoES 2013c) 
The program itself was divided into three phases, first round, second round and goal. Week 
one involved refining the idea and meeting with customers, weeks two, three and four were 
spent working on your startup, pitching your idea, arranging speakers and guests to the 
program location. This concluded the first round. The second round begun on week five when 
the teams went on a boat trip to meet new people, new ideas and new points of view. Weeks 
six, seven and eight were again spent working on your own startup, pitching it and organizing 
events at the Venture Garage. The goal phase involved the last push before demoing the 
startup in the final pitch. Each phase was concluded with an evaluation where the teams were 
evaluated on how much they had managed to accomplish. Summer of Startups was the first of 
its kind entrepreneurship program in Finland. It concluded on 27th of August 2010 with a 
Demo Day at the Aalto Venture Garage, a day that is now tradition at AaltoES and usually 
draws a huge crowd. (AaltoES 2013b, AaltoES 2013d) 
Summer of Startups was arranged for the fourth time during the summer of 2013, and I had a 
chance to observe one of the program’s kick-off meetings at the Startup Sauna co-working 
spaces darkened Backstage -room. In the meeting all the teams were presenting their ideas 
and their team. During the presentations I witnessed the traits that have been required from 
the SoS-teams since the beginning. They seemed committed. The teams took the stage 
bravely and were prepared. They seemed passionate as the teams openly and rapidly gave 
feedback, offered and received help from their peers in the program. I also observed an 
exemplar moment of being active, when one of the peer teams offered to introduce another 
team to a potential competitor or collaborator.  
After witnessing the kind of activity created by students to students it is not hard to 
understand why during the critical phase of getting organized in 2010. Aalto University 
decided to take action and create a new department called Aalto Center for Entrepreneurship 
(ACE), which would become the interface between the AaltoES startup innovation 
community, its programs and the Aalto University. ACE also handles the university’s 
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technology commercialization and immaterial rights protection duties. (Aalto University 
2013a) Until this moment the startup innovation community had been partially linked to the 
Aalto Design Factory, which did not make complete sense. Now the startup innovation 
community that was AaltoES and its new programs had become clearly organized and a 
suitable interface between them and the university had been established.  
All the actions during the second phase made AaltoES an established organization dedicated 
to improving the situation and opportunities for startups in Aalto University and Finland, 
however realizing their own inexperience they brought in outside experts, which would 
continue on a global scale in phase three. With the help of the international experts AaltoES 
would up the ante and address the problems with the entrepreneurial culture in Finland, but at 
the same time grow into an international startup innovation community. These two changes 
would be the first big cultural push and pivot of operations for the community. 
Analysis of critical phase 2 
In the second phase of the community the member base was only further defined to include 
researchers and coaches (mentors), government (VIGO-program), but no indication of 
relationships to service providers or large companies. However the organizational structure of 
the community was developed further as AaltoES launched its two new programs; Bootcamp 
and Summer of Startups. This meant the creation of new roles in addition to the board. New 
positions such as community and communication’s manager, head coach and program staff 
members were created in to the organization.  
New objectives were the creation of their own co-working space to be freely used by the 
member-base, and utilized with the second objective; creation of the Bootcamp program. The 
program’s goal was to help teams in creating startups. I think these objectives are 
considerably more tangible than the ones described in the conceptual apparatus, which merely 
mentions education, inspiration, encouragement and the development of skills related to 
entrepreneurship. The objectives of the community seem to aim towards shaping their 
environment.  
Activities offered in this phase naturally include the two new programs mentioned above, 
however several others were also offered; events related to the development of the co-working 
space, coaching, marketing tasks and a road show (networking with foreign startups). The 
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SoS-program especially offered a wide array of activities including; refining the idea, meeting 
customers, working your own startup, pitching practice, arranging speakers and guests to the 
space and a boat trip (again networking). These accelerator programs were predicted by the 
conceptual apparatus. 
During the second phase the community successfully continued to cultivate relationships, 
within and outside of the university. The new relationships helped them to secure funding and 
credibility, which is in line with the current apparatus. Additionally they continued to 
capitalize on their unique position to create events with low barrier to entry, as demonstrated 
by Summer of Startups that only required an idea and passion from the students to be chosen 
for the program. The phase provided no findings pointing to external economies of scale, it is 
a possibility that the advantage exists but it has eluded the empirical material. The main 
challenges in this phase were the need to become organized, and to acquire experienced 
experts, who could help in developing the Bootcamp program. I would say that the former of 
the two, are a challenge presented in the conceptual apparatus. To become organized can be 
compared to the formation of an effective management team and sustainability of the 
organization. An additional challenge after the first bootcamp was the recognization of the 
fact that not enough startups were finding the Bootcamp program. I would call this a 
challenge of reaching the target audience, which was not present in the apparatus. Again there 
were no indications of control attempts, of creating artificial geographical boundaries or 
avoiding failed entities. 
Benefits that the community begun to provide at this phase were; offices, coaches and 
coaching programs, funding, trips, networking and idea sharing. These benefits seemed to be 
targeted at exploratory, intermediate and advanced stages of entrepreneurial knowledge. New 
measures of success were introduced with the new program; amount of applicants and 
recognition abroad. It seems that AaltoES is stretching the definition of what an 
entrepreneurship society does, and how it functions, at least from the perspective of the 
literature. However from the perspective provided by the conceptual apparatus, the findings 
resemble it closely, thus clarifying how a startup innovation community functions. 
Summarizing the phase can be done with a one phrase: Get organized. Becoming more 
organized was the main focus of the phase through analysis. It was demonstrated through 
organizing actions such as: utilizing the board of the society for a first full year, first hires, 
creation of positions such as: head coach, community and communications manager, program 
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staff members, creation of own co-working space for the organization, the launch of two 
programs and acquiring the experts for help. 
4.4. Critical phase 3 – Push & Pivot 
Even though the community had started to understand its own objectives during the first and 
second year of its existence, the community’s third year in 2011 is probably the best example 
of the community delivering on those objectives. The community was working towards three 
specific goals; changing the entrepreneurship and startup culture in Finland, maximizing 
learning about startups and guiding young and talented people to build startups.  The goals 
would be reached by holding a seminar for nearly 2000 people called “Finland Post Welfare”, 
finding an international entrepreneurship and startup spokesperson that would empower the 
community’s message, creating a completely new program called Startup Life, which would 
take students to work in Startups abroad and in Finland, continuing the Summer of Startups 
program, and finally rebranding Bootcamp into Startup Sauna and establishing it as an 
international startup accelerator program. I will go through this critical phase not in a 
chronological order but through investigating the goals mentioned above and the operations 
and programs related to them.  
Cultural push 
“If this [cultural change] does not come true, then nothing else will matter.” 
Kristo Ovaska, translation: Eeppi Nieminen 
Changing the entrepreneurship and startup culture in Finland in practice meant for the 
community that people would be interested in startups on all levels, to work in them, to found 
them, even that the big corporations would know how to work with them. It would also mean 
that the weight of startups for a nation should be understood in politics, that they are a 
cornerstone of economic growth and therefore politicians need to understand what startups do 
and why they should be respected for it. The most basic operations for AaltoES to advance 
this objective were to push the message towards all media in Finland and at the same time 
bringing serial entrepreneurs “out of the closet” by bringing them into the Finnish press. They 
continue to do this still today, but in a way the hype has worked and there is not a crying need 
for it anymore. However in 2011 the community completed two big projects that had a large 
impact on the entrepreneurship and startup discussion in Finland. First was the “Finland Post 
Welfare” –seminar and the second was the Steve Blank week in the fall of 2011.  
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Finland Post Welfare –seminar was a panel discussion about the future challenges of 
Finland’s economy and society. Partaking in the discussion were Jorma Ollila, Risto 
Siilasmaa, Björn Wahlroos, Petteri Koponen, Ville Miettinen ja Tina Aspiala and the 
discussion was moderated by AaltoES. They created the event in five weeks and filled the 
Finlandia Hall with 1700 guests. The community straight forwardly questioned the stability of 
Finland’s economy and invited business men, students, entrepreneurs and politicians to 
discuss the issue and answer the questions what does Finland need that we can create the 
conditions for growth in the future, to create jobs, to develop know-how, to acquire funding, 
to control the structural change, all combined into an effort to preserve the welfare state. The 
event was covered in TV-news and developed a following in social media.  The event was 
considered a success and a step into the right direction; however AaltoES crew already had 
something else brewing for the fall to capitalize on the incipient cultural change. (AaltoES 
2013e, Finland Post Welfare 2013)  
Early on the community had realized that they needed to surround themselves with 
experienced top-notch people, as they themselves were young and inexperienced. The top-
notch people would be powerful investors, technology industry experts and other specialists 
that would support the community’s movement and spread the good word and not be hesitant 
for example to go and speak with a president of an university. Acquiring the contacts would 
allow the community to work and communicate over organizational lines and innovation 
system levels. The community had formed a board from these advisors and mentors, which 
enabled them to act independent from the university. The community’s trips abroad had even 
brought Tina Seelig, the executive director of Stanford University’s Technology Ventures 
Program (STVP) to the advisory board after many pitches by Ovaska, who had been 
following her into several international conferences. The information about Aalto Venture 
Garage co-working space and a secured funding for the community had finally convinced 
Seelig to work with AaltoES and Aalto University. After a while, collaboration with STVP 
finally lead to a strategic alliance between Aalto University and STVP, announced in March 
2011, as STVP was so impressed by all the work the community’s students had accomplished 
(Aalto University 2013) Nevertheless in 2011 the community still experienced that their 
message was not taken completely seriously in Finland as they were after all “just” a student 
movement. The community would need to bring in an internationally recognized and 
experienced entrepreneurship spokesperson that could deliver the message to all levels in the 
Finnish innovation ecosystem.  Fortunately Kristo Ovaska had already met a man suitable for 
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the job in October 2010 and secured a visit from him to Finland. It had not been an easy task, 
to be convincing enough Ovaska had had to chase Steve Blank to the toilet to secure a dinner 
invitation. At the dinner they would ultimately seal the deal for Blank’s trip to Finland. 
Steve Blank is a Silicon Valley serial-entrepreneur and a member of academia. He is 
recognized for developing the Customer Development methodology, that begun the Lean 
Startup movement. Blank also was a co-founder in the startup E.piphany, which was listed to 
stock exchange in 1999 for two billion dollars. He has written several popular books on 
startups, has launched eight companies and he also teaches as a professor in the University of 
Stanford. (steveblank.com 2013) Put short Blank is the kind of an individual that can be taken 
as a credible, internationally recognized and experienced source on entrepreneurship, its 
culture and education; he could be believable voice to deliver the message to all the levels in 
the Finnish innovation ecosystem. And that is what AaltoES proceeded to do with him, since 
meeting Blank in the fall of 2010, AaltoES kept Blank updated on all of the community’s 
developments and finally in June 2011 they announced that he would be visiting Finland for a 
week in September 2011. In the five days from fifth to ninth of September Blank would 
address and have discussions with all levels of the Finnish startup ecosystem; angels and 
entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, public sector (funding) and industry, and finally with 
startups themselves and with the media. The week became a success attracting nearly 3000 
listeners over the week into different panel discussions, workshops and lectures. Attending 
were many important figures from different levels of the ecosystem; Risto Siilasmaa, F-
Secure,  Pekka Lundmark, CEO, of Konecranes, Alexander Stubb, Minister of European 
Affairs and Foreign Trade, Tuula Teeri, President of Aalto University, Peter Vesterbacka, 
Mighty Eagle of Angrybirds (Rovio) and several others. (steveblank.fi 2013, AaltoES 2013f, 
AaltoES 2013g) 
The week was important for the entrepreneurial cultural change in Finland. Blank’s message 
was relayed to all levels of the ecosystem spreading excitement and enthusiasm about 
entrepreneurship. Looking back at the event it appears to be a well-planned lobbying 
campaign for entrepreneurship and startups. According to Ovaska that was the goal, the 
community knew they were talking about right issues, but they needed someone who could be 
their experienced voice on the issues. Blank’s message in reality was discussed and planned 
with AaltoES, a gospel that was heard by students, business men, editors, angel investors, 
venture capitalists, ministers, Aalto University’s professors and countless others. Afterwards a 
change on the level of co-operation towards the community from Aalto University was 
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experienced. Once again the community had set its goals high and the results in changing the 
entrepreneurship climate in Finland were noticeable. It just had taken a lot of persistent foot 
work, developing the community at home, pitching the cause around the world to influential 
individuals and asking for help, many times their answers were positive. However, it should 
be said that a lot of work was done before the Steve Blank week to initiate the cultural 
change, including exposing role models, becoming more of an international community and 
pushing their message towards the media. The first role models were the serial entrepreneurs 
like Mårten Mickos, who were exposed by praising them in media, inviting them to events as 
speakers and by blogging about them. Secondly the alumni of the community, who have built 
great new startups, were kept close as another type of role models who were easy to identify 
with for any member of the community. Lastly a long media campaign since the beginning of 
the community had started to have an effect. The positive message about the community and 
startups in general in national newspapers and social media had an impact on how people 
viewed startups and the issues related to them.   
Operational pivot 
The year 2011 was not only about changing the culture, even though the community’s actions 
that related to it may have received the largest media attention, the community still was 
working hard on its other two goals: maximizing learning about startups and guiding young 
and talented people to build startups. In this sub-chapter I will cover how the community 
chose to work towards the goals by creating a new program called Startup Life and updating 
their Bootcamp-program to the Startup Sauna-program. Therefore creating what could be 
called operational change in the community. Both of the programs build on a basic idea; there 
are two ways to learn about startups, first you can build your own, or second you can go work 
at a startup. Events were not enough; they were merely to inspire and to create contacts, real 
learning would happen within startups. Whether you work in your own or somebody else’s 
startup to learn, according to Ovaska you need to work with the world’s best, the best clients, 
the best investors, the best advisors, and of course with the best product, so that your team can 
be world’s best at what they do, a challenging but necessary goal.  
Working on that level would be maximizing learning about startups in practice, meaning that 
the young and talented individuals could learn about startups as quickly as possible, so in the 
long run new successful, quickly growing global startups would be created in Finland. The 
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community realized that to reach that level they would have to get their community members 
to work in the world’s great startups, meaning the students needed to be taken to the best in 
Silicon Valley, Finland and elsewhere in the world.  The community wanted to encourage 
people to work in startups. They thought that seeing what the startups are really about from 
the inside might hopefully spark an interest in the person to start his own at some later time in 
the future. According to Ovaska learning about startups from the best teams in the world 
outside of Finland, would have a great impact on the future of Finland, a larger impact than 
any other operation, as hopefully the talent and startup situation in Finland would improve 
through the program. Going international was also considered to help with the cultural 
change, exposing Finns to the Silicon Valley atmosphere where the world’s best and brightest 
consider working in startups as the coolest and most respected thing to do. Witnessing that 
kind of atmosphere would open eyes to a completely new paradigm where a startup 
entrepreneur is not the failure who did not get a job. To get the individuals into the startups, 
the Startup Life program was created to offer opportunities for an eye-opening startup work 
experience. To build startups the Bootcamp was molded into Startup Sauna. 
Startup Life 
Startup Life is a non-profit internship program which takes talented individuals from Finland 
to Silicon Valley and New York to work in startups. The process has been streamlined for the 
applicant in several ways. First of all the team at Startup Life has connected with dozens of 
startups and asked them if they would like to take Finnish students as interns. If the startups 
agree to receive Finnish students a job posting is opened in Finland through the Startup Life 
program. The Startup Life then reviews all applications to the position by students and gives a 
suggestions and introductions on the best candidates to the startup. Second Aalto University 
supports applicants with a grant. If a student gets selected, Aalto University will pay the 
airline tickets, a visa and the Startup life team handles the visa process for the student.  The 
startup pays the intern for his work. Usually the interns stay at the startup from three months 
to up to a year. (Startup Life 2013, Startup Sauna 2013a) 
In the few years of its existence Startup Life has already built quite a track record, currently 
they send 30 to 40 people a year from Finland to work in startups abroad. It would be hard to 
imagine that this would happen without the program in comparable volume. Not forgetting 
the Finnish startups, Startup Sauna internship –program finds students from Finland to work 
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in the most promising Finnish startups. Both programs Startup Life and Startup Sauna 
internship are run under Startup Sauna, which is a non-profit organization that evolved from 
AaltoES Bootcamp in 2011. 
Startup Sauna 
Startup Sauna is best known for its accelerator program which is all about guiding and 
helping young and talented people to build startups, covering the community’s third goal. 
Startup Sauna’s purpose therefore is to give birth to startups and that the teams in the new 
startups can as quickly as possible learn the basics of starting up and how startups usually are 
built into successful companies. This does not mean that every startup from the Sauna 
accelerator will be successful, but it gives the opportunity to build one with help, which might 
make it easier to start another one and then have success with a later startup. The accelerator 
program is run two times a year and 2011 was the first year when the program went 
international by visiting Moscow. The Startup Sauna captain in 2011 had the vision that the 
program needed to be marketed abroad because Finland was not enough, but a vision existed 
that Finland could become a hub for a startup ecosystem in Northern and Eastern Europe. 
Since then the program has been run in its current form. The focus area is Northern Europe, 
Russia and the Baltics.  
The application process to the program is untraditional. Natalie Gaudet, responsible for 
community and communications even compared it to American Idol. The process begins with 
teams putting in their applications and if selected the teams proceed to events called Warm-
ups, which are held in different cities in Northern/Eastern Europe and in Russia about two 
months before the actual program begins. In the Warm-ups the entrepreneurs give their 
pitches to their local and Startup Sauna’s coaches. Usually the local partner, a startup 
accelerator, university incubator, or some other organization that knows the local startups has 
arranged the location for the Warm-up event. Creating relationships with the local partners 
has taken a lot of work, but it has paid off, currently Startup Sauna does not have to spend a 
lot of money on marketing as the partners spread the good word about the program and in 
effect have become ambassadors for it, in addition to the teams that have completed the 
program. 
The Warm-up begins with a pitching contest in the morning with about 15 teams. The most 
promising ones, about half of the teams are chosen to an afternoon one-on-one-session with 
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the coaches. The teams sit down for fifteen to twenty minutes with each coach. After the one-
on-one session the coaches decide who will be the winners of the Warm-up. Usually the 
coaches choose two to four teams per city. In 2011 the winners instantly had the opportunity 
to attend the Startup Sauna accelerator program in Finland. Today the team will have to 
complete a few more interviews and extra homework, fill out a business model canvas and 
write a motivational letter for example, to show the team is truly committed. Usually every 
chosen city will have one or two good startups, but sometimes zero. After touring the cities 
the program chooses fifteen teams to attend the actual program in Finland. It is also possible 
to apply with a written application, but getting in through that option is considered very hard 
if the startup is not already recognized in some manner. 
“It’s important not to go to the same cities every year because… it’s like a 
garden that you plant something in and it grows…sometimes the startups 
are…too young…and you just wait a couple of years and they’re ready for the 
program.” – Natalie Gaudet 
The Startup Sauna Warm-ups have been held at various cities; it has been all the way to 
Siberia in Russia, visiting Yekaterinburg, and St. Petersburg and Moscow, Tallinn in Estonia, 
Riga in Latvia and Vilnius in Lithuania. They have also been to Belarus, Croatia and Poland 
in 2013. In 2012 they even visited Shanghai to see the Chinese ecosystem and got two good 
teams from there in to the program. Startup Sauna tries to keep trying different cities as 
Gaudet mentions sometimes the first visit is like you plant something and after a few years the 
startups are ready for the program. However they always visit Helsinki, St. Petersburg and 
Moscow. Being international is one of the strengths of the Startup Sauna program, bringing 
different nationalities in to the program contributes towards an exciting working environment 
where technologically savvy Russians meet, success hungry individuals from the Baltics, and 
the Finnish “hobbyist-entrepreneurs” get a wake-up call from both to work harder. But this is 
just one example; many more nationalities have their own impact on the inspirational working 
atmosphere, which is considered truly important at the Startup Sauna. 
Currently the actual program is five weeks in length.  When the program is on the working 
days of the staff are about catering to the teams, helping the teams out, setting up events, 
activities or meetings. Mondays are usually time off, Tuesdays and Thursdays are filled with 
presentations from coaches, or prominent guests. Someone might be giving a speech about 
sales or a lawyer might be introducing the teams to IPR-issues or shareholder agreements. 
81 
 
Generally a presentation is about an hour long but the main thing about the presentations is 
that at each session the teams have an opportunity to ask anything that is bothering them from 
the experienced startup entrepreneurs. I observed one of these presentations about pitching by 
the founders of startups Ovelin and Futureful. The meeting was also a combined pitching 
practice for the attending teams. One thing I noticed was how the stories and lessons learned 
those entrepreneurs shared felt captivating and encouraging, the fun of entrepreneurship felt to 
be spreading in to the teams in the audience. Watching the teams present it was obvious that 
they had had some practice already as all were pretty relaxed pitchers. It was nice to see it 
with my own eyes that all pitches created some discussion, and it was not just the Ovelin and 
Futureful founders giving feedback from their own experiences but also some of the attending 
teams. They were also very open about their experiences, a sign that these people are really 
there to help and giving an opportunity for the new guys to learn. 
Wednesdays are spent in coaching sessions with several coaches from the Startup Sauna’s and 
the community’s network, many times the Startup Sauna space is filled with ten to fifteen 
coaches, and the teams are discussing with them in much the same spirit as in Warm-ups for 
about 20 minutes with each coach, however in the program the Startup Sauna staff pairs the 
coaches with the right background with teams that are in the same industry as him/her. The 
pool of coaches available to Startup Sauna is impressive, in addition to the head coach who 
works full time for the program; they have close to hundred coaches. Ten to twenty of these 
are really close to the community, who can be text messaged and visit the space and warm-
ups regularly. The rest, about sixty to seventy coaches will give an hour or two in about a 
half-a-year to the program. Their backgrounds are various from many different industries but 
most are serial entrepreneurs who have had success, but have also felt the failures.  
Friday is a feedback day, when the teams have to present three things they have done during 
the week, three things that have been challenging and three things they will do next week. 
This way the teams are evaluated and the staff and coaches can see if the teams understand 
where they should be heading or if they need more help, which makes it easier for the staff to 
guide them. The four first weeks are spent with this curriculum and the last week is the Demo 
Day –week. 
At the end of each program is a Demo Day, where the teams will give their final pitches and 
show-off their work on a stand to an audience. Startup Sauna-organization invites everybody 
they know to the event.  As the Startup Sauna has become more international the Demo Day 
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has become larger and larger, starting from an audience of about hundred people to today’s 
over thousand people attending it at a large conference center in Ruoholahti. Startup Sauna 
has a reputation of throwing a good show and party. In the past events there have been saunas, 
hot-tubs, barbeque and much more.  Demo Day marks the finish of the program. A few weeks 
after the Demo Day, the program chooses its six winning teams. The winners of the program 
receive a small grant for a trip to Silicon Valley where they get a taste of the startup culture; 
they also have a chance to see and meet competitors, investors and partners during that 
intense week. All this has been arranged by the Startup Sauna staff. They are able to arrange 
the opportunities due to the Startup Sauna setting up a presence in Silicon Valley with the 
help of Aalto University and Stanford University in past years. The teams are also encouraged 
to spend a few more weeks in the region doing their own thing.  In the future, depending on 
the startup they will be sent to London or Silicon Valley to create customer and investor 
contacts, or the investors will invest straight away and the startup stays in Helsinki. 
The startup entrepreneurs who have gone through the program have kind of formed their own 
mini-community inside the larger community, as today the alumni of the program have their 
own Facebook group, which they use to stay in contact with each other and to ask for help. 
Startup Sauna also arranges a once a quarter meet-up for the founders, where they share their 
problems. An interesting thing is that even though the startups work in many different 
industries, many of their problems are the same, funding, setting up the team etc., which 
makes it worthwhile to talk and reach out to people. In that sense the community is formed 
not just by the students and other stakeholders but also by the past teams of Startup Sauna. 
Therefore the new teams have the opportunity to feel like they are already part of something 
as they arrive to the program.  
What began as a coaching program called Bootcamp by students for students under AaltoES 
in 2010 grew in 2011 so complex that it had to be separated as its own organization. A student 
body with a one year term would have been overwhelmed by all the responsibilities of Startup 
Sauna, which would have hindered the operations of the AaltoES itself. Today Startup Sauna 
is much more than just the accelerator program. It has grown to an organization that has many 
responsibilities. First is the accelerator program, second the Startup Life and Finnish startup 
internship –programs, and third the Slush Conference, which is a large Startup Conference 
held in Helsinki. Also the former Aalto Venture Garage co-working space has been rebranded 
as Startup Sauna merging the accelerator program and the space it is run at. Startup Sauna’s 
staff today consists of two individuals dedicated to the accelerator program, a captain and a 
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wingman, one individual responsible of the Startup Life –program, one individual responsible 
for the Slush-conference, one responsible for the Startup Sauna Space itself and a community 
and communications person. Even though working at the Startup Sauna is pretty much a full-
time job many of the jobs are still held by students in the middle of their studies. They usually 
work at the organization for about two years.  
One of the most significant changes to Startup Sauna during its existence has been the 
creation of the Startup Sauna foundation in September 2012. It was created because the 
community realized that their 20-year mission of building a functioning startup ecosystem in 
the region would require an organization that should have more longevity and independence 
because maybe one day the Aalto university does not want to cater to entrepreneurship 
education anymore. Currently Aalto University takes care of the premises and the foundation 
handles the programs, and costs related to them. The foundation was founded by fifty-seven 
individual serial entrepreneurs and investors from the active community of AaltoES and 
Startup Sauna. Currently all Startup Sauna’s operations are funded and coordinated through 
the foundation. The foundation is run by a professional board. The focus of the foundation is 
to develop the Startup Sauna’s core operations: the program, internship, Slush conference and 
the Startup Sauna co-working space and to provide a national and international framework to 
coordinate them.  (Startup Sauna 2013b) 
The creation of Startup Sauna foundation marks the end of the community’s third phase. 
During the phase a huge push was made to change the entrepreneurship and startup culture in 
Finland. The events held by the community put entrepreneurship and startups in the minds 
and on the lips of stakeholders on all levels of the ecosystem. At the same time the 
community completed a significant pivot of operations, where Startup Sauna was shaped into 
an international accelerator program attracting teams from all-over Europe, and finally 
acquiring the 20 year objective of making Finland a startup hub for the region. The creation of 
the foundation has put AaltoES and Startup Sauna into a synergistic and symbiotic 
relationship that has shared responsibilities and operations, but both have their two distinct 
main operations that will be further defined in the phase 4 covering the future developments 
of AaltoES, Startup Sauna and the community. 
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Analysis of critical phase 3 
Looking at the community’s member base in the phase three the community had to attract 
experienced investors, technology industry experts and entrepreneurship specialists 
internationally, to have them be the community’s experienced voice on the issues of startup 
entrepreneurship. This created a more international spin on community’s member-base and 
the new program Startup Sauna started to also attract more international teams in. Thus new 
members of the community were now arriving from all-over Europe and experts from beyond 
the Atlantic. While this does not add anything to the conceptual apparatus it is important to 
note what kind of effect the internationalization of the member-base and reaching out to 
experts had for the community. 
The effects of the internationalization affected the organizational structure of the community, 
the experts formed an advisory board and the collaboration led to a strategic alliance between 
AaltoES, Aalto University and Stanford Technology Ventures Program. At the same time 
Startup Life program was introduced to the community and Startup Sauna-program started 
becoming its own entity. However at this point the organizational structure was still 
somewhat undefined, as Startup Sauna was partly its own entity and partly an AaltoES 
program. Finally at the end of the phase Startup Sauna became its own foundation, which 
helped in defining the organizational structure of the community.    
The objectives for AaltoES were quite clear in this phase, first they wanted to change the 
entrepreneurship and startup culture in Finland, second they wanted to maximize learning 
about startups and thirdly they wanted to guide young and talented people to build startups. A 
noticeably large emphasis seemed to be on the objective of cultural change, which is not 
defined in the conceptual apparatus. This emphasis led to an ecosystem defining objective of 
developing Finland as a hub for a startup ecosystem in Northern and Eastern Europe. 
However the second and third objectives can be found from the apparatus. 
Startup Sauna accelerator and Startup Life internship -program, Finland Post Welfare –
seminar, and Steve Blank week –seminar, were the main activities in the third phase, of these 
only one, the internship program is not defined in the apparatus, but the latter two are 
obviously mentioned as type of activities provided by entrepreneurship societies. Additional 
activities not predicted by the conceptual apparatus were: trips and roadshows abroad, panel 
discussions and workshops. From the perspective of the community activities included: 
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marketing, pitching the cause, exposing role models, internationalization, and a media 
campaign in addition to the events defined in earlier phases. The Startup Sauna program staffs 
activities consisted of helping the teams, setting up events, activities or meetings. Activities 
for the program participants included presentations from coaches or from prominent guests, 
pitching practice and coaching sessions. The community had the opportunity enjoy parties 
provided by the program, with saunas, hot-tubs, barbeque etc. The alumni of the program are 
provided with once a quarter meet-ups. 
The main advantage working for the community in this phase was again their position to 
cultivate relationships; however AaltoES worked on a much larger, global scale to create the 
important relationships. In the literature only the possibility to influence regional stakeholders 
was mentioned. However the community created relationships with influencers such as Steve 
Blank, and Tina Seelig from the United States, and several other advisors who became 
empowering supporters allowing the community to act independently. In the end the 
relationships came to provide benefits also for the university when Stanford University and 
Aalto University created a strategic alliance. Once again no obvious signs of external 
economies of scale were detected, this is probably explained by the fact that it is quite an 
intangible advantage, which is a sum of several activities, which probably exist in the 
community but is hard to pinpoint. 
The main challenge for the community was not just academic culture as suggested by the 
conceptual apparatus but changing the entrepreneurship and startup culture in Finland as a 
country. The challenge was made even harder by the fact that the community’s members 
themselves were young and inexperienced. The fact had led to a status quo, where their 
message was not heard as they were “just” a student movement. I would call this a challenge 
of inexperience. Also the sustainability of their program Startup Sauna had a challenge to 
become more international as Finland did not seem to provide enough teams. Sustainability of 
the organization also came to question once they realized the entrepreneurship society ran by 
students would not be able to cope with all the liabilities and responsibilities from the 
programs. Also the new 20-year goal of building a functioning startup ecosystem required 
posed challenges for longevity, independence and sustainability. These latter challenges can 
obviously be contrasted to the challenges of sustainability and formation of an effective 
management talked about in the conceptual device. The community did not experience 
control attempts by others, and it definitely did not see artificial geographical boundaries as it 
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was spreading internationally throughout the critical phase. In addition they did not mention 
cases where they had avoided failed entities. 
Even though faced with new challenges, the development of the community also created new 
benefits for the members. Startup Life and Startup Sauna provided new opportunities to learn 
about startups by working at one or creating your own. Startup Life would also provide the 
opportunity to experience a startup working experience, which might change how one sees the 
possibilities in the startup business. The same program also made it much easier for one to 
find work in a startup, by streamlining the application and supporting the applicant financially 
and with the bureaucratic issues. From an ecosystem perspective Startup Life created a 
completely new inflow of new talent to the startup business in Finland and abroad. While 
Startup Sauna concentrated on offering coaching and guidance in building startups. Startup 
Sauna offered other benefits such as: an inspirational international working atmosphere, the 
opportunity to learn from experienced entrepreneurs, and the winners received a trip to 
Silicon Valley where they could create customer and investor contacts. All of the benefits can 
be fit under social learning, links to entrepreneurs or opportunity to test skills within the 
conceptual apparatus. 
Considering the stages of entrepreneurial knowledge in the phase, I state that while the 
seminars seem to have been focused for individuals in the exploratory stage, the main 
functions, the new programs were essentially targeted to individuals in the intermediate and 
advanced stages. Looking for new measures of success for the phase the results are scarce. 
Two that I would identify would be media coverage and how many important stakeholders 
were attracted to the seminars. However some forms of success are intangible as mentioned in 
the apparatus, in this phase I would say that one important factor of success relating to the 
cultural change was immeasurable. Unfortunately we are not able to scientifically measure 
how people view startups and the issues related to them, we can only acquire a general feeling 
through other statistics.  
Summarizing the phase I argue that it can be compressed to two important aspects; first, the 
cultural push that introduced entrepreneurship and startups to a wider audience in the 
ecosystem, thus validating the cause of the community. Second, the pivot of operations that 
created Startup Sauna, Startup Life, and the Slush conference, which targeted the important 
tasks of providing learning opportunities, guidance and encouragement for venture creation 
on an international scale, therefore covering all three main objectives of the community. The 
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pivot also allowed the community to move into the fourth phase, with a clear organizational 
structure and appropriate main responsibilities for AaltoES and Startup Sauna. 
4.5. Critical phase 4 – Scale 
After making an impact on the Finnish entrepreneurship culture and reorganizing some of the 
community’s operations in 2011. 2012 was spent continuing the scaling of operations to 
become larger and more influential.  In the beginning of the year they gathered feedback from 
the community with an open survey to gauge the community’s opinions on what they should 
focus on. Later in the year events were augmented with several new options for the 
community members, AaltoES launched for example a new event called Startup Speed 
Dating, where community members can easily make new contacts, be they team members, 
startup founders or just new friends. They also held their first Build It –hackathon events, 
where the idea is to build a prototype with your team for any new exciting idea in 48 hours. 
Motivation was provided by prizes to the winners of the event. In the fall they arranged a 
startup crawl for the community, where members could have a good time and visit six startup 
companies in the center of Helsinki. The community also launched the International Day for 
Failure, which the community had marketed only in Finland earlier. The community also 
continued its touring abroad by sending teams to visit the Baltics, Silicon Valley, London, 
Germany and other interesting startup locations. (AaltoES 2013h, AaltoES 2013i, AaltoES 
2013j, AaltoES 2013k) 
The community’s regular events were not the only ones getting a boost in 2012. AaltoES’ 
Summer of Startups was remodeled to focus on three main themes, shaping the business 
proposition, building the prototype and pitching. (AaltoES 2013l) Startup Sauna’s Startup 
Life –internship program also received an augmentation by beginning operations in four new 
cities; New York, London, Berlin and Moscow. (AaltoES 2013m) Now applicants would 
have even better chances of getting to work at a startup in very interesting and varied 
locations. 2012 was also the first year when the Slush startup conference was branded under 
Startup Sauna. It became huge attracting 3500 guests from 31 different countries, with 96 
speakers, 600 startups and 250 investors attending in the 10 000 square meter old Cable 
Factory in Helsinki. (Slush 2012) Slush was clearly on its way to becoming the leading 
startup conference in Europe as planned. Another large event during the year by the 
community was the Founder’s Week. It was about furthering entrepreneurship and supporting 
the new evolving entrepreneurial culture in Finland and understanding its importance for the 
nation’s collective future. Once again they attracted hundreds of attendees, who were eager to 
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listen to topics like “What makes Silicon Valley culture so unique?”, “Ecosystem”, “Getting 
started” and etc. (Founder’s Week 2013) Together these two big events were once again a 
push from the community towards a change of entrepreneurial culture in Finland and showing 
that Finland could really become a startup hub. 
By 2013 in five short years the startup innovation community in Otaniemi has grown past its 
startup phase. The community has found a model for its operations, operating principles, its 
long term goals and organization. The next step as in any startup is to scale these operations 
and their funding, to make the whole system more effective. Considering the whole 
ecosystem a few parts and their roles are most vital. 
Developing & scaling Aalto Entrepreneurship Society 
First and a critical part is the Aalto Entrepreneurship society, its role in the ecosystem is to 
remain a grassroots movement that organizes events that are easily accessible by anyone. 
Their events offer information, enthusiasm and inspiration about entrepreneurship. Its 
operations encourage the brightest and most talented individuals from Finland and from Aalto 
University towards entrepreneurship, therefore increasing the amount of talent available to 
startups and the amount of founded startups in Finland. Ovaska elaborates that in the coming 
years the community should focus much more on good products and not just on the business 
thinking. It is one thing that Ovaska would change if he could start building the community 
again. In his words: “It was unfortunate that a business centered ecosystem was born here 
from the beginning”, since the beginning all of the AaltoES presidents and Startup Sauna 
captains have had a business background. This has led to an ecosystem overly concentrated 
on sales, marketing, fundraising, pitching and etc, which are important but in hindsight 
according to Ovaska not as important as the product, producing it and taking it to market, in 
addition people with business backgrounds rarely build a startup. With regret Ovaska 
mentions that it should have been the other way around, the community should have begun 
product centered and marketing etc. should have been introduced later to complement product 
know-how. It would have meant a community where programmers code good products to 
customers. The products would be constantly evaluated for faster development methods and 
how to better serve the customer, and even before that more effort should be put into how the 
founder teams are found to give birth to startups. In this the community has failed, Ovaska 
says that in reality the ecosystem has not given birth to many new local startups. The 
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community has helped many startups, brought them together, and built the ecosystem, which 
has been really important. However a lot more attention should or should have been given to, 
that new startups are born, programmer teams find each other, the teams would concentrate on 
developing the product with the customer and taking the product to market.  Solving this 
imbalance will require events that bring the product people to the community. It will be a 
challenge to change the culture where the business individuals have been on the stage and the 
product individuals on the background since the beginning, but the problem has been 
recognized, which is the first step to solving it.   
The second role for the AaltoES is a by-product from its annually changing board. New 
people mean new thinking, which should lead to AaltoES providing new crazy ideas, 
concepts and thoughts in to the ecosystem. These new crazy ideas can then be tested under 
AaltoES and if the idea works funding and scaling can be provided for example by placing the 
new concept under the Startup Sauna –foundation. AaltoES is to remain as an independent 
association with its own funding and invents everything new and radical for the community. 
The fact that the community appreciates the true experimentalism and involvement of anyone 
points to a continuing interest in upholding the community’s innovative culture.  
Developing & scaling Startup Sauna -foundation 
Second but just as important is the Startup Sauna –foundation. It will continue providing its 
three main services; Startup Sauna –accelerator program, Startup Life –internship program 
and the Slush conference. The current goal at the foundation is to increase volume and quality 
of startups and interns that pass through its programs. Considering the foundation as a whole 
it covers all three goals of the community. The ecosystem, culture and conspicuousness of the 
community and entrepreneurship are all shaped by the Slush Conference that is intended to 
become the best startup conference in Europe. The second goal of maximizing learning about 
startups continues through Startup Life by sending individuals to work at startups, the target 
number for the future is hundred to two hundred students sent to work in Silicon Valley and 
around the world in various startups per year.  Lastly the accelerator program continues to 
assist and guide talented individuals in building startups, attracting larger volumes and 
increasing the quality of startups from the Northern Europe, Baltics and Russia. The better the 
startups, the better the program’s outcomes are which then aids Startup Sauna in proving that 
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a change is really happening, and that Finland is becoming a European startup hub with a 
great ecosystem. 
Increasing the volume of startups applying for the program can only be reached by doing 
things well in the program, so that the teams themselves experience that they have received 
something valuable and that they will endorse the program to their contacts after graduation. 
Of course the success of the startups will also have a major impact on the image of the 
organization. Increasing the quality and volume of startups will hopefully lead to more 
resources, so that they can in the future have more staff and spread the program’s Warm-up 
tour wider. Considering the future Startup Sauna’s role will be all about scaling and making 
existing and new operations more efficient. Probably many of the new operations will first be 
tested under AaltoES before introducing them under Startup Sauna. Naturally one hope in the 
community is that Startup Sauna would become even more internationally acclaimed, while 
Startup Sauna is pretty well known in the Nordics and the Baltics, work still remains to 
become more renowned in their focus area, and it would not hurt to be known all over the 
world as the “yCombinator of Europe”.  
In relation to Startup Sauna being international, one specific question has been raised many 
times by different contacts since the beginning of Startup Sauna; “Can you setup Startup 
Sauna in my country?” To this date Startup Sauna –program has not been run in any other 
place but in Otaniemi, but the question has always remained on the table, even though no 
plans have been made for it. One thing affecting this option is the issue of money. If 
sometime in the future Startup Sauna would not receive public or donated funding it might 
need to consider going commercial, meaning the program would take money from the teams 
attending the program. However, nothing is currently pointing to that model of operations, or 
that the program would be setup abroad in other locations. Actually Juuso Koskinen 
mentioned that going commercial probably would detract from Startup Sauna’s goal of 
making Finland a startup hub, as they would have to concentrate more on the profit margins 
of the organization, rather than changing the ecosystem. Another thing he mentioned that if 
the organization became economically profitable, it would probably lead to higher wages, 
which could then start attracting the wrong kind of people in to the organization.  
This brings the discussion on the second issue of money, the fact how the Startup Sauna is run 
by volunteers who get a small monetary compensation and not by people who work there only 
to get paid. Juuso Koskinen mentioned that he hopes the organization will remain volunteer 
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based in the future. He maintains that it is a good self-check for their operations that if nobody 
wants to come and work at the organization anymore except for the money, and not take the 
risk to suspend their studies, it probably means that Startup Sauna has not been doing enough 
of good things. Koskinen also made the point that even though hiring more paid staff has 
many times been discussed; he believes that the organization would not be anything like it 
currently is if they did that. In his mind it would change the organization completely and 
probably make it more vulnerable to dying. Nevertheless keeping the organization run by 
volunteers means that they have to continue attracting interested people. Finding those 
individuals is a real challenge, which involves recognizing and remembering many of the 
possible candidates who could be the next staff members for the Startup Sauna, and giving 
them the right inspiring tasks. Therefore the organization can not only be attractive to the 
startups, but also to those who would like to work with and help startups. Certainly the 
individual is not forgotten in this community, which is one of the features of innovative 
organizations.  
Developing & scaling the community 
Third and final part of the puzzle is the community itself. The interviewees recognized that 
one stumbling block has been the community and its space. Currently there is still a lot of 
work to be done on both of them. The interviewees considered that there are a lot of visitors 
to the co-working space but it still is mainly populated during the two times a year when the 
Startup Sauna accelerator program is running. But outside those ten weeks a real community 
is still lacking. Ovaska’s vision is that the co-working space should be populated with some of 
the world’s best talent on all levels, students, coaches and startups, working at the location 
every day, helping and motivating each other, that is when the space would really help shape 
the community. A co-working space of that kind could push the startups always one more step 
further, staying in later at the evenings, share contacts, give feedback and coach each other. 
However there are not enough highly talented entrepreneurs in Finland, for this to succeed 
hundred percent, he says. While he does admit that the quality of teams working at the space 
has been getting better batch after batch in Startup Sauna. To the point where the most recent 
ones have been able to really support each other, the rest of the community could function 
without the co-working space the other eight months. It is challenging to create this kind of a 
community into a certain location while the startup working culture is quite dynamic. 
Entrepreneurs do not spend time at the office, they meet their clients at coffee shops and they 
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work where it is most comfortable to work. Perhaps creating a true community will just take 
some time. According to Gaudet every year the situation has been getting better, and soon the 
Startup Sauna will be reachable by metro and Aalto University is concentrating all of its 
schools to Otaniemi, which will only increase the amount of users and multidisciplinary 
interaction. Even third parties who have heard about Startup Sauna and their neighbor Design 
Factory have become interested in the location, and they have started moving into the 
neighboring empty industrial halls. 
Here I conclude the fourth critical phase and the story of the startup innovation community in 
Otaniemi created by AaltoES. A movement that begun from a few students’ inspirational trip 
abroad has become a thriving startup innovation community that comprises of several parts. 
The first born was the Aalto Entrepreneurship Society, which operations quickly outgrew its 
original purpose as student association for all interested in entrepreneurship. Currently 
AaltoES focuses on inspiring students on entrepreneurship and continues creating new radical 
ideas and events. The larger operations have been separated to their own organization called 
the Startup Sauna -foundation, which offers an accelerator program, an internship program 
and manages the Slush startup conference. However Startup Sauna is run by the students with 
just a few hired employees, to retain that original connection between AaltoES and Startup 
Sauna. Startup Sauna’s untraditional approach of being student run has definitely not hurt, as 
it was chosen as the best university incubator in July 2013 by UBI Networks study. (Aalto 
University 2013c)  
In the five years of existence the community formed by these two organizations, its network 
and host university have sparked a nationwide interest in startup entrepreneurship as 
Entrepreneurship Societies have been founded all over Finland. Also Aalto University has 
benefitted from the international recognition received by the community, which has shaped 
the direction of the Aalto University as the president Tuula Teeri has embraced the movement 
and made the university more entrepreneurial.  Only time will tell if the community’s growth 
will continue and if their 20-year plan for a startup hub Finland will succeed. Right now the 
future looks promising as the waves emitting from the community have been getting greater 
every year.  
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Analysis of critical phase 4 
The startup innovation community in Otaniemi is obviously not an infant anymore, and when 
an infant venture survives it enters the stage of adolescence, then the organization is 
considered to be established (Arenius & Ehrstedt 2008, 135). In this last critical phase 
AaltoES and Startup Sauna have certainly become established organizations.  
From the perspective of the conceptual apparatus I once more begun by examining the 
member-base during the last phase, I identified one more new class of parties that may in the 
future be members of the community; these are the third parties, mainly companies and 
different organizations that have been attracted to the vicinity of the Startup Sauna co-
working space, and have begun to populate the other empty facilities. 
Regarding the organizational structure of the community no changes are anticipated now that 
Startup Sauna has become its own foundation. AaltoES remains a low hierarchy grassroots 
movement run by a student board, therefore not breaking from the framing of an 
entrepreneurship society’s functions.  Thus the objectives of the community now focus on 
scaling the operations to acquire more influence, funding and fame. AaltoES’ objectives for 
the future include providing the radical new ideas in to the ecosystem, and possibly to 
concentrate on product development. Startup Sauna will continue to provide its accelerator 
program, internship program and the Slush conference. Their goal is to increase the volume 
and quality of the startups and interns in the programs, and additionally to make the 
conference the best of its kind in Europe, to prove the direction of the cultural change in 
Finland. The objective differs from the ones presented in the apparatus. From the whole 
community’s perspective the objective is to develop a constant living community of 
entrepreneurs into the co-working space area, a community building objective such as this is 
unfamiliar to the conceptual startup innovation community apparatus.  
Several new activities were introduced in the phase but most of them fall in the categories in 
the conceptual apparatus, except the International Day for Failure, which I would call a media 
campaign to abolish the fear of failure, in which everyone can take part. The most apparent 
advantages I identify in the phase are the low barrier to entry, and awareness of student needs, 
as represented by various events. I also identify a few advantages outside the apparatus. The 
first one is the annually changing board of AaltoES, which provides the community with new 
ideas each year, and is considered an important feature. The second is the fact how Startup 
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Sauna is run by volunteers, which was suggested to attract passionate individuals truly 
interested in startups. A future advantage the community will be able to leverage is the fact 
that Aalto University is concentrating all disciplines to the Otaniemi, which will possibly 
increase the inflow of users and multidisciplinary interaction.  
The major challenge AaltoES is facing is their business centered culture that is not producing 
startups locally. This is a completely new cultural challenge not identified by the conceptual 
model. I would call this the challenge of balancing business and product thinking. Startup 
Sauna faces two main challenges. First, one of sustainability, to secure longevity they have to 
offer the startup teams an experience that they value. Second, one of identifying and attracting 
interested volunteers to become the next staff members of Startup Sauna. The latter can be 
contrasted to the challenge of formation an effective management team in the apparatus. The 
whole community’s main challenge is to create a thriving community around the co-working 
space, which I already discussed in advantages. The same issue leads us to possible future 
benefits, of shared motivation, that the community might be able to provide in the future 
around the year for startups should the co-working space become establish place for 
entrepreneurs in the area. Also the introduction of other disciplines into the area might make it 
possible for the community to provide a wider range of benefits from multidisciplinary action. 
Meaning links not just to other entrepreneurs, but access to a wider pool of skills, a possibility 
not identified by the apparatus. 
Regarding stages of entrepreneurial knowledge the community seems to constantly develop 
varied events to individuals in exploratory, intermediate and advanced stages. However if the 
community switches to a more product centered culture it will probably have an effect on 
which stages will be served most thoroughly in the future, the types of events targeted to the 
product individuals will depend on their stages of entrepreneurial knowledge. Finally I was 
also able to identify some new measures of success from the phase: amount of startups born 
locally, usage of the co-working space, the success of coached startups, quality of teams at 
Startup Sauna and how interested students are to work at Startup Sauna. The last two are quite 
intangible, but important to measure, however I am not able to offer suggestions on how they 
should be measured based on the material at hand.  
I posit that the phase four of the community focuses on the current organization moving into 
the future by scaling its operation. The focus for AaltoES is to continue introducing more new 
radical ideas, for testing within the community, and to continue encouraging entrepreneurial 
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interest within its membership. Thereby further scaling the amount of entrepreneurial 
individuals and new startups. Startup Sauna continues to scale its accelerator by widening 
their reach in the Northern and Eastern European regions, resulting in an increase in the 
quality and amount of startup teams attending the program. At the same time Startup Life will 
continue scaling in to new startup hubs around the world and increasing the amount of 
students attending startups as interns. Finally Slush is scaled not larger, but to become the best 
startup conference in Europe, simultaneously scaling the impact on the entrepreneurial culture 
significantly.   
4.6. Summary of results 
In this chapter I have represented the rich narrative description of the startup innovation 
community that consists of AaltoES, Startup Sauna, their host Aalto University and their 
network, while not a research result on itself, it is an important tool to investigate the history 
and functions of the community. In the description I was able to present the narrative of this 
community from the beginning to this day. I believe the narrative offers insight on how the 
community was born, how it has grown, what are its operations and what we can expect from 
it in the future. Insight such as this is valuable to anyone interested in building startup 
innovation communities or startup companies.The first real result from the analysis is the 
model for how a startup innovation community functions. I conducted the analysis by 
utilizing the conceptual apparatus on how a startup innovation community functions, and as I 
have come to learn through the analysis the apparatus proved to present the AaltoES’ and 
Startup Sauna’s startup innovation community quite closely. Thus I argue that a startup 
innovation community is a wider concept consisting of the entrepreneurship society that 
started it all, but which programs developed into its own organization and finally into a 
foundation offering several programs and services. The startup innovation community is a 
combination of these two organizations, which share a synergistic and a symbiotic 
relationship. Because of this relationship the larger concept of a startup innovation 
community shares many of the aspects of an entrepreneurship society. Thus on the next page I 
have represented a model of how the startup innovation community formed by AaltoES’ and 
Startup Sauna functions by utilizing the same nine categories used to describe an 
entrepreneurship society. 
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Figure 2 How the SIC of AaltoES and Startup Sauna functions by Eeppi Nieminen (2013) 
In the model I have been able to describe the startup innovation community’s functions 
through the nine categories that were used to analyze the narrative description. By taking a 
wider perspective on the whole community I managed to extend the knowledge beyond the 
information that was earlier available about entrepreneurship societies in the literature. Most 
of the categories’ content was expanded, but a few issues indicated in the literature were not 
found through analysis. The differences can be easily detected by comparing the model 
presented here to the conceptual apparatus in chapter 2.  
The second result is the uncovering of the phases the startup innovation community has 
experienced. Through analyzing the empirical material I was able to identify five distinct 
phases, of which the first expands on the historical environmental factors behind the 
development of the community. However only the following four phases are critical from the 
perspective of the community and its functions as historical environmental factors cannot be 
controlled or influenced. The four phases are: 1. Found, Find & Fix 2. Get organized 3. Push 
& pivot 4. Scale. The first critical phase consisted of functions with the objective of founding 
the community, finding the problems and issues and then finally fixing those issues and flaws 
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in the ecosystem with the shared skills of the membership. After founding, identifying and 
beginning to fix the ecosystem deficiencies the community’s operations quickly started to 
expand and they arrived at the second critical phase in which they had to get organized. The 
community moved from the first phase to the organized phase when, at the end of first phase, 
the community created a registered association. Quickly in the beginning of the new phase 
they hired new staff members and also created their first programs to organize learning 
opportunities with the help of experts. The third phase was distinctively concentrated on 
“pushing” the community’s message of entrepreneurship and culture change, in addition to 
pivoting the operations towards growth and a more international approach by branding 
Bootcamp into Startup Sauna accelerator and launching the Startup Life program under it. 
The third phase concluded once Startup Sauna was setup as its own foundation, which 
clarified the tasks between AaltoES and Startup Sauna. The startup innovation community is 
now in its fourth critical phase, which I call Scale, it is defined by functions that concentrate 
on further scaling the operations of AaltoES and Startup Sauna to increase membership 
growth, amount of local startups, financing, recognition, quality of teams, creation and quality 
of startups, driving toward the 20 year goal of creating a startup hub into Finland. I have 
created a figure of the phases presented on the next page.  
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Figure 3 Critical phases of the AaltoES SIC by Eeppi Nieminen (2013) 
As was mentioned in chapter 2.2 valuable targets for future research in the field of innovation 
community research are defining the community structure, action inside the communities and 
with them. I have been able to elaborate the structure of one startup innovation community 
and described the action inside and with the community. I have described some of the ways 
one can partake in the community and I have been able to create a clear picture of the 
organization of the community. I also believe that my research strengthens the view 
represented by West & Lakhani (2008, 223) that communities outside of companies can be 
significant creators, shapers, and distributors of innovations. This research also confirms West 
and Lakhani’s (2008, 224-225) definition of innovation communities as a group of voluntary 
actors, who have no earlier, shared involvement in a specific organization, but who share a 
common goal of creating, shaping, introducing and distributing innovations. Additionally the 
startup innovation community does share common features with the Fichter’s (2009, 369) 
definition that innovation communities are promotor networks, where the community is 
committed to specific innovation project, the members are promotors in the process and the 
community’s members work closely and view themselves as a team, a definition that strongly 
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resembles the members of AaltoES and Startup Sauna. Fichter also pointed that very 
important to these communities could be the change leaders, a title suitable to many 
individuals in the community. They obviously worked over organizational lines and 
innovation system levels to keep the community’s ideas and projects alive as suggested by 
Fichter.   
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
5.1. Summary of the research  
This research begun, when I basically accidentally became a part of Kuopio Entrepreneurship 
Society’s project to try and create a new co-working space for the students, resembling the 
Aalto Venture Garage that now is known as Startup Sauna co-working space. The project was 
undertaken in a Living Lab –course and at the end of the project I had the opportunity to 
continue working on developing the co-working space hired by the University of Eastern 
Finland and Open Innovation Space -project. One of my tasks was to begin a master’s thesis 
that would offer insight on how local networking between higher education, business and 
research, development and innovation services could be facilitated and advanced. My view 
was that one of the best solutions to advance this networking would be the co-working space 
planned in the KuopioES’ project. After discussing the issue with my professor I set out to 
research the most well-known entrepreneurship society and their space in Finland to 
understand how such a society and a co-working space functions. Therefore my original 
research question became: How does a startup innovation community function?  
A suitable methodology to reach understanding to an open knowledge seeking research 
question such as this was the case study research method and as the research concentrated on 
one certain entrepreneurship society, their co-working space and community; it was fitting to 
utilize the intensive case study research –methodology. CSR methodology was new to me, but 
I took it as a challenge, the CSR method allowed me to use several empirical data collection 
methods, such as interviewing, document review and observation. Using multiple empirical 
data collection methods made it possible for me to create as thorough and detailed narrative of 
the startup innovation community as I have presented in this master’s thesis. However before 
constructing the narrative I used categorical aggregation to sort the transcripts to themes and 
topics. Understanding that each theme or topic might offer valuable information about the 
functions of the community and therefore shaping the narrative. As the interviews were 
unstructured, the empirical material collected from interviews was diverse, but through 
sorting, the interviews proved to discuss many of the same topics, therefore creating a good 
“narrative base” – word document that included a lot of information that I could use in 
constructing the narrative description of the community. 
After constructing the narrative with the help of augmenting data acquired through document 
review of blog posts, websites, yearbooks and team handbooks, I introduced new more 
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specific research questions that I applied to the narrative to find out the critical phases of the 
community. After three rounds of analysis and two different names for the phases I reached 
the final conclusion that the community has gone through four distinct phases of Found, Find 
& Fix, Get organized, Push & pivot and Scale. During the same analysis I used the conceptual 
apparatus created in chapter 2 to separate information that would help me in answering my 
main research question: how does a startup innovation community function? Utilizing the 
nine categories in the conceptual apparatus allowed me to easily build a model to answer the 
research question. The model is the most important result of the research. In addition I was 
able to make interpretations that the community shares features of innovative communities 
that have been discovered when researching larger business organizations. I will discuss all 
these issues in more detail in the next sub chapter.         
5.2. Significant results and implications 
The first significant result is the model of how the startup innovation community of AaltoES 
and Startup Sauna functions. The model describes the following nine aspects of the 
community: members, organizational structure, objectives, activities, advantages, challenges, 
benefits, the type of entrepreneurial knowledge provided, and finally measures of success. I 
am of the opinion that the model produced by me offers a detailed understanding of the SIC in 
a concise form. The model is presented in chapter four. I was able to identify several types of 
members, define the organizational structure, find out the objectives of the SIC, create a list of 
the activities provided in the community. I also identified advantages that the community 
utilized, but also the challenges they had endured.  Finally my model offers information on 
the benefits, stage of entrepreneurial knowledge and measures of success for the SIC. The 
result is best understood by observing the model and assimilating the knowledge from it. The 
model is presented in chapter 4.6. 
The second significant results of the study are the critical phases I was able to uncover from 
the AaltoES’ narrative description. My analysis concluded that the community has 
experienced four distinct phases: 1. Found, Find & Fix, 2. Get organized 3. Push & Pivot and 
4. Scale. The first phase’s objectives were the founding of the community, finding the needs 
and deficiencies in the ecosystem and fixing them. Main activities were: creating events, and 
contacts, social media marketing and being open and international towards all. The second 
phase was defined by an objective of becoming organized through creating their own co-
working space and first programs to help teams create their startups. Featured main activities 
were: first full year of the student board, first staff hires, creation of staff positions, and 
102 
 
creation of the co-working space, and the launch of the programs. The third phase was 
triggered by recognizing a need to find a spokesperson, which could validate the community’s 
message to all ecosystem levels. They also identified a need to attract more startup teams 
from outside Finland. In the third phase the objectives were to create a cultural change in 
entrepreneurship within Finland, the second objective was to rebrand their programs and 
extend their offerings. During the phase the main activities were Finland Post Welfare and 
Steve Blank Week –seminars, creation of Startup Sauna and Startup Life programs to attract 
foreign startup teams and to ship students to startups outside of Finland, and finally arranging 
the Slush startup conference under Startup Sauna. The third phase was ended by the creation 
of Startup Sauna foundation, a change that allowed a clear division of tasks between AaltoES 
and Startup Sauna foundation. Because of this the community is now in its fourth phase, 
called the scale which concentrates on scaling and developing AaltoES, Startup Sauna 
foundation and the community as a whole further. The beginning of the following fifth phase 
is unknown. The figure of the phases is presented in chapter 4.6. 
Considering the second result I suggest that the startup innovation community has gone 
through five phases, of which four are critical. The first phase being the societal and 
environmental factors that have sowed the ground for a community like the one studied here. I 
do not however consider the first phase as critical as my goal was to investigate the functions 
of a startup innovation community and one does not have many tools to affect the societal and 
environmental factors. However investigating the societal and environmental factors behind 
the birth of communities of this type would be an interesting avenue for scientific approach. 
While I cannot draw a generalization from the second result that every startup innovation 
community would go through these phases and functions, if it is to survive, I do find the result 
surprising and exciting, that would require further research. My belief is that one would 
probably find significant resemblance in phases if several of these communities would be 
researched. 
In addition to the main results an important product of the research is the rich narrative 
description of the startup innovation community I have provided in chapter 4. The description 
provides the full account of the current history the startup innovation community in Otaniemi 
that has been of interest to many stakeholders in Finland and abroad. Therefore it provides a 
uniquely detailed perspective into the community’s history and functions. Through observing 
the community’s history we can understand how it came to be, what they have done, what 
they continue to do and what are the community’s objectives for the future. The information 
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is valuable to anyone interested in developing startup communities in Finland and abroad. 
With the story I have provided here, the individuals interested in developing these 
communities can get ideas on how to run their grassroots movement, how to setup accelerator 
and internship programs and especially learn what efforts can be needed to change the 
entrepreneurial culture towards a more active state in a region. For those who are interested in 
researching AaltoES and Startup Sauna or innovation communities in general, this result 
offers a great cross-section of all the different functions of a startup innovation community, 
that each could be important research areas. In my opinion the narrative provided also offers a 
thorough descriptive answer to the research question “How does a startup innovation 
community function?” However it is up to the reader to make their own interpretations of the 
story I have provided, and extract the information valuable to them. I also believe the 
description can be valuable to the startup innovation community itself, as its members can use 
it to reflect back on the functions they have developed and run in the past. The story is also a 
source of inspiration to those who seek validation for their own efforts in changing the 
entrepreneurial culture. It provides a view that a few members of a community can make an 
actual difference by starting something completely new.  
I have also made observations that imply that the startup innovation community shares 
attributes that have been identified in larger organizations’ innovation communities. Firstly by 
observing the history of the startup innovation community, it seems to confirm West and 
Lakhani’s view (2008, 223) that communities outside of companies can be significant 
creators, shapers, and distributors of innovations. I concur with the authors and my research 
further strengthens this view. The startup innovation community studied here has already had 
a significant role in introducing and distributing new innovations. Even though the products 
themselves have not been discussed in my study, consider all the startups that go through the 
Startup Sauna accelerator, or all the students that receive an internship through the Startup 
Life program. Each business and each of the students is an ambassador for something new 
that the market has not yet seen. 
The community also seems to represent West’s and Lakhani’s (2008, 224-225) definition of 
an innovation community which is a group of voluntary actors, who have no earlier, shared 
involvement in a specific organization, but share a common goal of creating, shaping, 
introducing and distributing innovations. The analysis of the narrative also suggests that the 
community resembles Fichter’s (2009, 369) definition of an innovation community as a 
promotor network, where the community is committed to specific innovation project, the 
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members are promotors in the process and the community’s members work closely and view 
themselves as a team. I also identified change leaders, who according to Fichter are very 
important to these communities as they are ready to work over organizational lines and 
innovation system levels.  
5.3. Comparison to earlier research 
I began the study by introducing the concepts of innovation and innovativeness. I discussed 
the concept of creative destruction and how innovation has driven our society for centuries. 
The focus was mainly on services and products, and that is also what the innovation research 
has largely focused on. However as it turned out my research did not so much focus on the 
traditional aspects of innovation, but mainly on something that I would shortly call a 
movement or student activism that has had significant consequences. Therefore I want to 
make an argument that for innovation to happen, and to receive the economic benefits from 
the new novel products and services, we sometimes first have to innovate the way we do 
things. I say this because for long entrepreneurship has been on-hold in Finland, but through 
creating a new movement that wants to include everyone and is not afraid of the traditional 
barriers. A new hope for entrepreneurship has been lit, and it is led by the startup innovation 
community of AaltoES and Startup Sauna foundation. Much of this is due to individuals that 
had the courage to be innovative and wanted to change things. The description I have 
provided in this research in my opinion is a testament to all the earlier research on innovation 
and innovativeness, a narrative that emphasizes the importance that we continue to research 
these areas of human expertise.  
In the same chapter with innovation and innovativeness I discussed the startup-company and 
startup community. The chosen theories presenting startups were only chosen originally to 
provide background to what startups are and how they fit into the field of innovation That said 
I was surprised how little the startups have been researched, much of the literature on startups 
concentrates on the entrepreneurial aspects, the entrepreneur himself, or on the financial 
aspects, for example how to invest in startups and what numbers should be followed. My 
research does not elaborate much on the different aspects or functions of startup companies 
themselves, but I would like to emphasize the fact that startups and startup communities 
might have much to educate other organizations on how to start new ventures and on what 
functions to concentrate.   
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In the study I concentrated on telling the story and describing the startup innovation 
community that was initiated by students. Earlier student driven startup innovation 
communities have not been researched from as wide perspective and it is likely that this 
master’s thesis is among very few studies conducted with the goal to understand startup 
innovation communities. To be specific I was unable to find any scientific research for 
example on yCombinator or Tech Stars, which are probably the most known startup 
accelerators in the world. However I was able to find one investigation on startup accelerator 
programs by NESTA (Miller & Bound, 2011); however it only concentrated on the 
accelerators and incubators, and did not discuss the startup communities as a whole. In 
chapter two I discussed earlier research that has concentrated on the concept of 
entrepreneurship societies and clubs. These investigations have looked at the societies from 
the perspective of organizational change (Mars, 2009), entrepreneurial learning (Pittaway et 
al. 2011) and how the societies foster science entrepreneurship (Brown and Kant, 2009). 
Therefore I believe my research does have significant novelty in the field of innovation 
management by producing a complete description of a rather new startup innovation 
community, identifying its critical phases and describing its functions in detail.     
Most of the earlier research on the definitions of innovation communities are the results of 
business and organizational research conducted in corporations and other larger organizations. 
The results of my research suggest that the theoretical findings and definitions of innovation 
communities can also apply to smaller non-corporate organizations were they established for 
profit or not, as the student driven startup innovation community of AaltoES demonstrates. 
However further research would be required to confirm the find. 
Earlier I have discussed about West and Lakhani’s view (2008, 223) that communities outside 
of companies can be significant creators, shapers, and distributors of innovations. I concur 
with the authors and this research further strengthens the view. Considering the current global 
economic situation and its stalling growth each nation is looking for new avenues of 
economic development. As we know once a startup becomes an established organization its 
innovation process begins slowing down, finally facing the same problems that originally 
gave the venture its advantage over the existing established corporations. (Strads 2007, 94–
95)  Today the economy in Finland is still largely supported by the established corporations. 
As I have mentioned a few times in the study a new community outside the established 
corporation can have a significant impact through creating, shaping and distributing 
innovation, combining the find with the ideas of West, Lakhani (2008) and Strads (2007), 
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investing in startup innovation communities seems a good option to revitalize economic 
development. In the creation of the new startup innovation communities my research results 
can offer important understanding and knowledge on their foundation and operation. 
Originally I planned for a stronger perspective through the eyes of Aalto University to be 
included in the research, which would have given me the opportunity to further discuss its 
role in technology transfer and innovation commercialization through collaboration with the 
AaltoES and Startup Sauna. However I was unable to acquire an interview to achieve this 
objective, which clearly affected how the narrative is centered on the perspective of AaltoES 
and Startup Sauna. Nevertheless some conclusions can be drawn from the narrative in 
comparison to earlier research on the issue of higher education organizations in technology 
transfer and innovation commercialization. As Miner et al. (2010, 213-229) wrote starting 
cross disciplinary entrepreneurship operations are currently a trend from a global perspective, 
as universities around the globe are creating startup-programs. The interesting feature in this 
startup innovation community was that it was completely initiated by students at first and the 
help they received came outside the university for the first program they created. The 
university offered the space for their use, but for a while the larger organization did not know 
how to handle the movement. Finally after collaboration with the Stanford University and 
several great feats by the community the university started to embrace the idea and created its 
own technology transfer office to support the community. Considering the point that the 
startup phenomenon might completely change the role of universities by Miner et al. (2010, 
213-229), my research supports the view. In the case of AaltoES and Startup Sauna, the 
startup phenomena affected how the university operated and shaped its role towards 
supporting the startup innovation community and startup action. I consider that the effects 
resulting from the role change have been already significant to the geographical region and 
society as suggested by Miner et al. (2010, 213-229), which also supports the view that Aalto 
University is a stage three university, a knowledge hub, that seeks to be a part of the regions 
innovation ecosystem (Youtie & Shapira 2008, 1189-1191). 
5.4. Evaluation, future research implications and practical advice 
This study has been quite an experience, considering that it was only in 2012 that I became 
interested in the startup scene by getting involved in Kuopio Entrepreneurship Society. 
KuopioES’ Kukkola Venture –project steered me to the direction of co-working spaces which 
then led to the idea of investigating AaltoES to acquire knowledge for our community to 
better develop its functions. I feel like in this study I have managed to do even more than 
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what was the original objective. The model and the description of the startup innovation 
community that I have provided here certainly answer the original research question “How 
does a startup innovation community function?” In the process of producing the model and 
narrative I also was able to designate distinct critical phases of the community. I believe the 
model and the rich description combined with the evidence of the critical phases adds to the 
field of innovation management research in a significant way by extending our knowledge of 
innovation communities outside corporate or other larger organizations. I realize that I have 
only accessed one case of possibly various different kinds of startup innovation communities, 
and therefore the research lacks statistical validity. However the detailed cross-section of a 
startup innovation community provided here can be used as a great starting point to pick 
interesting issues for further research on these communities and their functions. I would 
consider it most important to dig deeper into these constructs of non-profit innovation 
communities and smaller innovation communities outside corporate organizations, as they 
may harbor important innovation related functions and knowledge that might not be evident 
in larger organizations.  
Even though I am considerably happy with what I have succeeded to offer through this study 
there is always room for improvement. Due to time and resource constraints set by the scale 
of master’s thesis research I could not acquire as many interviews from as many stakeholders 
as might have been beneficial for the study, the missing interviews include active members of 
the community, university representatives, coaches, investors etc. If the research on the 
community continues, several perspectives from these stakeholders should be included and 
researched. Another interesting avenue for research would be a more deliberate investigation 
of the daily operations of the community through observation. I was only able to get a 
glimpse of all the functions and events in the community and much of the data acquired about 
events was accessed via interviews and document review. What I have provided is a more 
general view, which describes in detail the phases, functions, contents and organization of the 
community. A long continued observation study about the daily operations could help in 
creating more detailed guidelines for how to operate a community such as this and its 
programs.  
Regardless I am confident that the intensive case study research methodology was the right 
choice to conduct the study. The startup innovation communities are quite a new phenomenon 
thus we have an excellent chance to research the birth of a new kind of innovative 
communities from the beginning to acquire important specific understanding before it gets 
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buried under the history of an old established organization. The case study research also made 
it possible to combine different data collection methods, which I feel was essential in 
constructing the rich detailed description of the community, its critical phases and functions. 
The interviews allowed me to acquire inside knowledge from the community straight from 
founding members, the observation helped me in capturing the spirit and experience some of 
it myself to help create a realistic narrative, and finally document review assisted in putting all 
the pieces together through confirming dates, adding numbers and validating what was told in 
the interviews. All of it resulted in a narrative that could not have been constructed without 
the use of such an open-ended methodology as intensive case study research.    
Next aspect of the study I would like to discuss is my bias toward entrepreneurship, 
entrepreneurship societies and startups. As I mentioned since 2012 I have been involved in 
the KuopioES, which objective is the same kind of cultural change in entrepreneurship in the 
Northern-Savo region as what AaltoES has done in the Southern Finland. If I would say that 
my involvement in the entrepreneurship society did not affect the research I would lie. After 
all the reason I drifted to the study was my involvement in KuopioES’ activities. During the 
year I have become deeply interested in entrepreneurship, to the point that I believe it to be a 
real way for individuals to actually do their life’s work. Therefore I openly admit that a 
personal goal for me has been to tell the story of AaltoES and its community, to get the work 
they have done into a scientific form and available to others for reading. I hope it can work as 
an inspiration and as justification to support the smaller startup innovation communities in 
Finland and abroad and hopefully make it easier for them by learning from the first one in the 
region. I am sure that this passion has somehow affected the study, it can probably be detected 
in the narrative also, but I admit it fully. Regardless I also state that I have not twisted the 
story, or tried to find something that is not there, the narrative is an honest account 
constructed from empirical material available to me and the interpretations and analysis 
findings that I have made are truthful.  
Considering future research opportunities I have a few suggestions in relation to the findings 
in the study. First a study could be undertaken to compare my model for this community to 
investigate if the member base, organizational structure etc. in other communities resemble 
the ones in my research, additionally through the same research possibly new information 
could be added to the model or intriguing differences might be found. Second, I would 
suggest an extensive case study reaching to several startup innovation communities to identify 
if the four critical phases indicated in my research could be identified in other communities of 
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the same type. The same study could also investigate if it is possible to identify the same main 
activities in those communities, and possibly other triggers for organizational development. 
Thirdly an observational study extending through a longer period of time inside this startup 
community or any other could investigate the daily operations or critical functions separately 
as their own specific points of interest. The findings could lead to best practices that could 
extend our knowledge and be beneficial to share between different stakeholders. 
Fourthly, interesting possibility for future research could be to examine the societal and 
environmental factors behind the birth of communities of this type, as I was not able to 
analyze them but only could present a general view of the environmental and societal 
background that initiated the movement. Fifth, as several different types of organizations with 
an innovative culture have been identified feature aspects such as: 1. belief and respect 
towards organization’s innovative identity, 2. true experimentalism in all functions, especially 
during the fuzzy front end, 3. building true relationships between marketing and technical 
divisions, 4. creating close relationships to clients, 5. the whole organization is involved, 6. 
the individual is not forgotten, 7. telling and creation of practical stories. (Zien & Buckler 
1997, 276-287), thus startup innovation communities could be also researched if these aspects 
can be found in them. Other aspects for the same research could be such as: customer 
orientation, teamwork and collaboration, right resources, effective communications, skill to 
select right ideas, creative work force, freedom and tolerance for risk taking, measuring 
results, motivation and reward systems. (Jamrog, Vickers & Bear 2006, 12-17) 
In the last chapter I discussed the role of innovation communities outside of companies. I 
suggested that supporting them might be fruitful in enhancing economic development. 
However I have to add that further research should of course be conducted on the issue, thus 
the sixth further research opportunity could be to find the best practices that give the keys for 
creating innovation, businesses and therefore the keys to growth. Seventh research 
opportunity to would be to investigate any startup innovation community from the perspective 
of Fichter’s (2009) promotor theory. Through interpretation there was several hints in my 
narrative description that speak for a promotor network, however I believe a new empirical 
material would be needed to acquire enough in-depth information about the relationships 
between the actors. My eight and last research suggestion would be to see if a comparison can 
be made between the critical phases of a startup innovation community identified here, and 
with Marmer’s (2013) stages of startup lifecycle. I suspect intriguing similarities could be 
found.    
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A theoretical issue I want to openly discuss is introduction of the definition of a startup by 
Eric Ries, and the introduction of Feld’s work on startup communities. I have drawn Ries’ 
ideas from his personal blogs and Feld’s from his book Startup Communities. Therefore they 
are not discussed in scientific literature. However Ries and Feld are considered to be reliable 
sources on startup information in the entrepreneurship and startup scene. Ries has started the 
Lean startup movement and Feld has been a founding member of Boulder, Colorado’s 
thriving startup community, which is the home of Tech Stars. I would also like to offer my 
personal justification to use the two. I feel that sometimes the academic and practical worlds 
are completely detached from each other. I consider this study as a bridge between the two. 
The study discusses startup innovation communities, and in the heart of the community and 
startups in general is the attitude of getting things done and experimenting, a practical 
approach to tackling challenges. I was surprised about the lack of scientific literature on 
startups and therefore felt that the research could try to bridge the gap by introducing concepts 
known in the startup scene to the scientific literature. After all at the heart of science are the 
observations that we make from the world.  
Finally as practical advice I posit that each actor that is interested in creating a startup 
innovation community should read the story provided here and consider if they are willing to 
commit to the project for a long time. The story is exciting and inspirational but one should 
not forget that it has been hard entrepreneurial work from start to this day. One has to be 
committed and largely vested in the entrepreneurial movement to create a permanent 
functioning startup innovation community. If one is committed then I suggest further 
examination of the model, I have produced, to learn the categories and their contents to 
understand what one is going to be working with, then an investigation of the critical phases 
to learn the road map for the project, and the main activities that could be conducted in each 
phase. First one needs to found the community, find the problems and needs and then take 
action to fix those problems and fill the needs. If a community is formed an official 
association or other organization should be created. In the next phase one should aim to 
become organized and create programs to better serve your members. After prototyping and 
running your first services you should conduct a pivot to further develop your services. If one 
is facing a cultural challenge, at this point you should undertake a campaign to change the 
situation. After completing the pivot and if no larger cultural challenges prevail one can move 
onto scaling the operations for growth and quality in the future.  
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I believe that by using the model of this community as an example and by learning the critical 
phases and actions provided in the study any new venture can be fairly successful. After all it 
is the recipe a very successful startup innovation community used to survive and grow. It 
seems that any venture will have its distinct critical phases, knowing this why not use the ones 
that seem to work for a proven startup innovation community, in managing your own; be it a 
new company, a new non-profit organization or a new student driven startup innovation 
community.  
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